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TOAD

Thursday afternoon
Silently, he watched and waited,  a hunter with his prey. As he felt the hatred coursing through his veins, it took all his self-control and will power to stay in his chair. Every instinct in his body cried out to attack—to rip into her glittery green eyes, to tear out her red hair at the roots. He balled his hands into rock-like fists and pressed them hard against his legs. 

“We can schedule our next session for this same time, a week from today, if that's convenient for you, Walter.” The therapist's question swirled around his head, seeming to echo throughout the small office space. He tried to grab the words, to make sense out of them, knowing they called for a response from him. 

Walter...she has no idea that's not my real name, he thought.

God, how I hate her for what she's done to me, for stealing Hildy away from me. 

Maybe I'll tell her my real name right before I kill her...or maybe not. 

When the therapist repeated her question, he managed to mumble an answer, saying that yes, a week from today would be fine, then darted from her office. Unable to contain his rage any longer, he needed to vent it in his special place, safe from the prying eyes of the world.

Out in the hall, he quickly looked around to see if anyone was watching him. Seeing that the hall was deserted, he withdrew a jangling key ring from his right-hand pants pocket and selected a key. Then, stepping a few feet down the hall, he opened the door of a utility room marked “Employees Only.” Once again glancing around to make sure he was undetected, he ducked into the tiny, closet-like room. As he entered the dark room, an overpowering odor of ammonia assaulted him, bringing tears to his eyes. He closed the door behind him, then pulled the chain for the bare bulb hanging overhead. 

 Looking around the small room, he discovered that the lid had been left off one of the bottles of cleaning solution, causing the ammonia smell. He found the lid and screwed it back on, trying to breathe shallowly till the ammonia odor had dissipated. He then reached high up on the wall and closed off the cold air return vent that opened into the therapist's office on the other side of the utility closet. Then and only then, did he let out the rage he'd kept bottled up inside him. 

Slumping to the floor, he beat his fists on the cold, damp-smelling concrete beneath him. He pounded so hard that he broke the skin on knuckles of his left hand and blood trickled onto the floor. Hunched over, he rocked back and forth, moaning a high-pitched wail as he rocked. After a few minutes, he felt his rage subsiding. As he slowed, then ceased, his rocking motion, his moaning also stopped. Finally, spent and drained, he sat up on his heels, leaning his back against one wall of the confining space. His eyes were closed and his hands were folded against his forehead in a pseudo-prayerful posture.

The room in which he squatted contained a chipped white sink next to a wheeled cart stocked with dust mops and dust rags, a wet mop and bucket and various jars and bottles of cleaning solutions, plus other assorted cleaning paraphernalia. Each of the 45 floors of the Plaza Square Building had a janitorial closet like this one, or at least very similar to it. 

Toad, as he was nicknamed because of his toad-like appearance,  had made some special modifications to this closet. One modification was the easily removable cover he'd placed over the cold air return vent. Another was an amplifier plus a voice-activated tape recorder that he had installed in the vent in order to hear and record what went on in the therapist's office. Several times a day, he made his way up here to the 38th floor to replace the used tapes with blank ones, always taking care to go unobserved.

Now, his inner turmoil under control, he stood up, reached into his pocket for a blank cassette, and exchanged it for the one in the recorder. Then he dampened a cleaning rag and meticulously wiped the spots of blood off the floor to remove the evidence of his recent tirade. He looked at himself in the small spotted mirror that hung over the sink, smoothing strands of his lank gray hair back from his forehead with his hand, then wiping away the perspiration that dotted his face. With his jaw set firmly into a grimace of a smile, he pulled the light chain and left the utility closet. Walking quickly and determinedly, he went down the hall, around a corner, and turned into the alcove that housed the freight elevator. Impatiently, he punched the down button, frustrated as usual at having to wait so long for the slow rumbling elevator to creak its way upward from its base location in the bottom-most level of the Plaza Square basement parking garage, Toad's intended destination.
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BETH

Thursday afternoon
“R - E -  S - P - E - C - T” Beth wailed out, singing along as the Aretha Franklin tape in her Walkman blared in her ears.  When she slowed down from a run to a brisk jog, she flicked off the tape player, choosing the company of her own thoughts for the last part of her run. 

It was early December but unseasonably mild for the Midwest city of Rivermont. Normally, at this time of year, winter temperatures prevailed. But for the past few days, a delightful Indian summer had returned. Now, however, the weather bureau was forecasting an arctic cold front moving in this evening, and Beth Rawlings wanted to take full advantage of the few hours of remaining decent weather. 

She loved running on the back roads around her home here at the edge of the city. She'd left the clinic early this Thursday afternoon in order to get in a run before the cold front and darkness descended. Even though the area was relatively remote and crime-free, Beth still preferred to do her running in the light of day. Now it was almost dusk and she was still a mile or so from the home she shared with her ten-year old twins Josh and Jennifer and her mother, Rhea. 

As she jogged along in the dusky pleasantness of the lingering Indian summer, Beth thought back to the last therapy session she'd conducted this afternoon. It was only the second time she'd seen Walter Jenkins—or Toad as she'd heard him referred to by other tenants of Plaza Square. Jenkins, one of the evening janitors at the office building which housed the Wills Clinic where Beth was a psychotherapist, had been referred to her as a patient by the Wills Foundation Employee Assistance Program. 

According to a preliminary diagnosis by the EAP client service representative, Jenkins was suffering from reactive depression, brought on by the break-up of his marriage.

Beth had some serious reservations about this patient and had decided to bring up Jenkins and his treatment at tomorrow's weekly meeting with her colleague and co-therapist, Marla Wills Peters. She'd felt increasingly uncomfortable with the man at both sessions, sensing his aversion to her and sure that he'd been conning her with the textbook symptoms of reactive depression he spewed out at her. Toad was one of those patients who had no problem talking—actually, the problem was to stop him from talking. He rambled on and on, spouting a seamless litany of complaints and problems and prejudices. To her dismay, several times during each of Toad's two therapy session Beth had found herself tuning out, letting her mind drift.  

She could see why he had been christened with the very apt nickname of Toad. His body was short and squat and he had a bulging forehead and bugged-out eyes, reminiscent of a pudgy stubby toad. His bug eyes stared out from behind thick-lensed glasses that emphasized the eyes' bulging protrudance. At both sessions, his attire had puzzled her. For a janitor, he seemed to dress rather well—in each instance, he had worn expensive-looking cable-knit ski-type sweaters. Though very presentable, the body-hugging sweaters had emphasized the rotund girth of his stocky body.

Well, enough of that—she and Marla could sort out things about Toad tomorrow—no use worrying about him now and spoiling this beautiful afternoon.

Once again she started running, thinking she'd best get a move on or she'd be caught in complete darkness, which she certainly didn't want. For the past few weeks, she'd had the weirdest feeling, a creepy sense of being watched—as if she were under scrutiny by some unseen, unknown presence. Suddenly, she heard a sound coming from somewhere behind her. 

“Is someone there?” she called out, turning to see if she could spot the cause of the noise. To her super-sensitive ears, it had sounded as though there were something behind her on the gravel road, but there was nothing in sight. Shrugging her shoulders, Beth resumed running, a tall, slender figure in black sweats, her longish auburn hair twisted up into a knot at the top of her head.

Putting a final burst of speed, she arrived at the road leading up to home. With a sigh of relief, she once again slowed down for the final 100 or so uphill yards of her work-out. By the time she reached the wraparound porch of the house in which she'd spent the majority of her life, darkness was all around her. The floodlights, set on a timer, were shining brightly out into the dense woods surrounding the house. The sunroom, hooked up to the same timer, was also lit up; perched on the back of the sofa by the sunroom window and  looking out into the woods, were their two cats, Princess and Kelsey, better known as Show Pony and Romanian Baby.

The twins had given the nickname Show Pony to Princess because of the way she pranced around with her gray bushy squirrel tail held high in the air. Kelsey's nickname of Romanian Baby had a more complicated background. Several months ago, Rhea had watched a television  special on the atrocious conditions surrounding orphans in Romania and the attempts by American couples to adopt the children. In her softhearted way, Rhea had shed a few tears and said she wished that she, too, could adopt one of the Romanian babies. Her grandchildren, trying to comfort her, had said that her kitten Kelsey could be her own Romanian baby—and so the nickname had stuck.

When Beth had come home from her downtown office an hour or so earlier, only the kittens had been there to greet her. On the front of the refrigerator, the family's informal bulletin board and message center, was a note held up with magnet saying, in Rhea's carefully-formed script, that she and the twins had gone to the grocery store to pick up milk and bread. Beth had added her own note to Rhea's, “Home early—out running for an hour+...”

As she slipped in through the kitchen door, Beth could smell the nose-twitching aroma of dinner cooking and smiled to herself, assuming that her family was home and wondering what Rhea was fixing for their evening meal.
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TOAD

Thursday afternoon

The battered white van was off to one side of the gravel road, out of sight behind a scraggly clump of overgrown cedar trees. From the outside, Toad's van looked abandoned, as though it had been in that deserted place a long while—a derelict vehicle with its chipped white paint turned gray with dirt, rusted-out side panels, dented fenders, bumper hanging askew...yes, on the outside, a piece of junk to any observer. But inside, it was a different story. 

After the runner had passed by on the road next to the van, Toad had quickly straightened up from his slumped-over position in the driver's seat.

Somehow his abrupt movement caused the van to make a metallic creaking noise that echoed through the empty woods. Toad held his breath in apprehension when he saw the runner stop and turn around, then stand in place, seeming to listen for a repeat of the unfamiliar sound. When no such sound was forthcoming, the runner turned around and started off up the road again. 

Toad heaved a sigh of relief but remained motionless, mentally berating himself for almost giving away his surveillance post. He didn't want to broadcast his plan of terror against his prey, not yet. As part of the final stages of the observation and data collection phase of the operation, he took out the small black leather notebook he carried in his jacket pocket. In the precise, draftsman-style printing he'd had drilled into him while studying engineering, Toad made a note: ‘Subject ran 35 minutes Thursday, December 5th; 4:30 p.m to 5:05 p.m.’

He returned the notebook to his pocket, then for a moment sat thinking, eyes closed, a faint smirk on his lips. It was going to be such a pleasure to re-pay both those bitches, in full, for what they'd done to him.
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RHEA AND THE TWINS

Thursday afternoon

Rhea grinned to herself in relief as she and the twins finally started the drive back home from their round of errands. What had started out as a simple trip to the nearby convenience market to pick up bread and milk had escalated into a full-blown shopping trip, necessitated by school supplies the twins suddenly remembered they needed, desperately needed, according to them, by the next day. 

With a small inward sigh, Rhea had driven the 20 miles to the discount superstore. She loved her grandchildren with all her heart but taxi service did get wearisome at times.  

Rhea brushed back a wayward strand of graying blond hair from her forehead, and ran her tongue over her lips, checking for non-existent lipstick. Somehow, her appearance was getting short shrift lately, what with her endless taxi duties for the twins and preparing to start her part-time receptionist job at the clinic. She'd really tired herself out getting the house into apple-pie order and stocking the freezer with meals and baked goods, in addition to all the usual Christmas shopping, wrapping, decorating, and baking. 

But at least her wardrobe was improving with the advent of her new job. For years, while she'd been the primary daytime caregiver for the twins, she'd lived mostly in sweats, their ease and comfort more than making up for their unattractiveness. But now, after buying a few suits and a couple of dresses, she was amazed at how attractive and feminine just buying the new clothes helped her feel. Clothes really do make the man, or woman, in this case, she'd realized.

Noticing how dark it had gotten, she flicked on the headlights, switching to the bright lights on this deserted secondary highway that led to their hilltop house. Fortunately, before they'd ventured out on their shopping trip, she'd put some of her homemade chile in the crockpot to warm up, so dinner would be ready and waiting when they finally got home. 

The car radio played softly in the background, tuned to the local news and weather station. The announcer caught her attention with the word “storm.” She turned up the volume and said to the ever-chattering twins, “Hush for a moment, sweeties, and let Gram listen to the weather report.”

The deep radio-voice of the announcer intoned, “Rivermont is under a winter storm warning for the next 24 hours. The above-average temperatures we've been enjoying for the past several weeks have ended, to be replaced by an arctic blast of cold, with temperatures dropping rapidly over the next eight hours. The cold front will bring with it a mixture of sleet and snow, with a predicted accumulation of 4 to 8 inches.”

“Wowee!” This from Josh, in the front seat next to Rhea. 

Jennifer, stretched out on the second seat of the family's well-broken-in station wagon, straightened up and leaned forward to better hear the weather forecast. “Does this mean school will be closed tomorrow?” she asked eagerly.

“Sure!” Josh practically shouted the word. “We can go sledding and everything. Boy, this is really neat!”

“Whoa! Slow down there, Joshua Jebediah,” Rhea said with a laugh. “First, let's just see if we have any snow at all, weather forecasts being what they are. Second, we'll have to see if the schools close. So don't go getting your hopes up till we know what tomorrow brings.”

“Oh, Gram, don't be such a party-pooper. We haven't had any snow yet this year so we deserve this. And I just know  it's going to be a whopper of a snowstorm.” Josh spoke this last with a loud burst of enthusiasm.

“Gram, if we get to stay home from school tomorrow, could we help with baking Christmas cookies?” Jennifer asked in a hopeful voice.

Rhea smiled at her granddaughter's question, remembering, first from her own childhood and then from Beth's, the almost overwhelming excitement of the first real snowfall of the winter combined with the anticipation of Christmas. What a joy it was to re-live those exhilarations once again through her grandchildren and how fortunate she was to share their lives on a daily basis.

Thank God the twins had either outgrown or at least compensated for many of the problems associated with their almost-three-months-premature birth ten years ago. Because of their prematurity, Josh and Jen were physically slightly smaller than their same-age playmates but mentally they were more than equal than to their friends. For the first few years of their lives, Josh and Jen had been extremely susceptible to colds and earaches and had had to start wearing glasses when they entered kindergarten. But their opthalmologist had promised the twins that as they grew older, they'd be able to switch to contact lenses.  

Rhea turned the station wagon off the secondary highway onto the gravel road leading up to their hilltop cottage. She was looking forward to a quiet evening at home and was glad she'd done something about dinner before they left on their shopping trip. Then she smiled to herself at the improbability of any kind of quiet evening with the twins so wound up over the prospect of snow. Foolish to even think of a peaceful, quiet evening, she decided.
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TOAD

Thursday afternoon
Toad watched as the ten-year-old station wagon drove past his hiding place and up the gravel road, and finally out of sight. In the dusky twilight, he could just make out two heads in the front seat—one was obviously the grandmother, the other looked like the boy twin. Idly, he wondered where the girl Jennifer was, but it didn't really matter.

As he sat there, slumped over in his van, he thought ahead to the achievement of his master plan—destroying the Plaza Square Building during one of the women's therapy group's Saturday morning sessions. 

As one of the custodians in the building, Toad had master keys to every door. His dark blue uniform with a gold and white Plaza Square patch on a shirt pocket and another on the left shirt sleeve granted him a combination of invisibility and total access to all areas of the building. He had used that invisibility and access to eavesdrop on the activities of the Wills Clinic and to achieve his masterminding of the building's environmental control system. 

In his former life, Toad had been a mechanical engineer for the city of Rivermont, making it easy for him to master the environmental control system which regulated the building. 

For the past several months now, in order to finance his plans, Toad had been blackmailing the city's comptroller, extorting a weekly cash payment of $1,000 from Carlos Alvera, to keep quiet about Alvera's past history of wife-beating. Serendipitiously, through eavesdropping on the Wills Clinic, Toad had discovered that Alvera's former wife was a patient at the Clinic and one of the members of the spousal abuse therapy group to which Toad's estranged wife Hildy also belonged. 

Using the blackmail money, Toad had purchased a state-of-the-art computer system and had installed it in his seemingly derelict van. On the computer, Toad was running an exact duplicate of the computer program which controlled the Plaza Square environmental control system. He also had a computer modem hooked to a cellular telephone with which he could dial into the Plaza Square system and effectively take over control of the system.  On two occasions now, he had done just that, as a test of his capability. And he had been able to take control without being detected by the maintenance employee staffing the command center of the system. 

Along with the computer system in the back of the battered white van were an Army cot and a hot plate. For the past six months, Toad had lived in his van, which he'd parked in an obscure corner of the basement parking garage, in the very bowels of the building. The locker room for Plaza Square maintenance and custodial employees had showers and restroom facilities and so far Toad's living arrangements had gone undetected. 

Now, at last, he was reaching the end of his long siege of planning and plotting. He had devised a simple, foolproof method of overloading the building's massive air handlers, thus causing them to explode. Because he would cause the explosion from outside the building, Toad could make sure that he would not perish in the building explosion with his intended victims, his wife Hildy, that bitch of a therapist, Beth Rawlings, and that other lady shrink, Marla something, and the rest group—plus whoever else had the misfortune to be in the building on the fateful Saturday morning.
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RHEA AND THE TWINS

Thursday afternoon

As Rhea drove the last mile home, she wondered about the van-like vehicle she'd thought she'd seen off to one side of the gravel road. Something looking like a white panel van had been behind one of the many clumps of overgrown cedar trees scattered along the gravel road that led up to their house. As far as she could remember, the van hadn't been there when they'd come this way earlier in the afternoon. 

What if the van had run off the road and someone was stranded there, injured and unable to get help, she speculated. Having a compassionate heart, Rhea had time after time gone out of her way to be the Good Samaritan. Torn between going back to check on the van and wanting to get home, Rhea decided to call the sheriff's office as soon as they got home
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BETH
More than ten years ago, following a disastrous but blessedly short-lived marriage, Beth had come back to Rivermont from Chicago, ready to start a new life, only to discover a lingering memento, or two, of her prior life. To her initial dismay (which had eventually blossomed into an overwhelming joy), she had found out she was pregnant, and with twins to boot, or bootie, as she used to joke.

Because of the tragic circumstances surrounding her brief marriage and because she was determined that her ex-husband would remain a part of her past, Beth had never told Sam Rawlings about her pregnancy and the subsequent birth of the twins.  For the first few years of the twins' lives, she had lived with the fear that someday Sam would find out about Josh and Jen and would reappear in their lives.

She had thought that when the twins were old enough to understand, she could explain to them, as kindly and gently as possible, that their father had unfortunately suffered from severe and perhaps irreparable mental problems and that it would not have been a good thing for anyone for him to know about Josh and Jen. 

Then the problem was eventually taken out of her hands. She learned from someone she'd known in Chicago that Sam had been killed in an automobile accident, along with his new young wife. Thus, that chapter of her life had closed.

Beth had herself grown up without herfather, John Devlin. Known as Dev, he'd been a career Army sergeant who had been killed in Viet Nam in 1965. Because he'd died when Beth was only five years old, she could barely remember him. Sometimes she thought her vague memories of a tall, red-haired man came more from photographs she'd seen and stories Rhea had told her than from her actual memories themselves. 
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MARLA

Thursday afternoon

Marla let the phone ring once, twice, three times, realizing that Beth must not have returned from her run yet. She wondered briefly where Rhea and the twins were, then turned her attention to leaving a message on Beth's answering machine, which had picked up on the fourth ring. She smiled as she listened to Beth's familiar voice, cheerfully saying to please leave a message and she'd return the call as soon as possible.

“Hi, kid, it's Marla,” she said. “It's past five and I'm still at the office. I plan to be here for an hour or so—waiting for Dick to finish wheeling and dealing on the Foundation's behalf, as usual. 

“After you left today, you got a phone call from a Rivermont Times  reporter, Luke McKenna. Remember, he's the one who did the articles about the twins, about them being preemies and then the follow-up stories. Well, he wants to do another follow-up article now that they're almost ten years old, if you're interested, which of course you are. He wants you to give him a call at his office romorrow. I put his phone number in your in box on your desk. ” Marla took a deep breath, then continued her message.

“Did you know that when Dick was at the Times, he knew Luke? And if you remember from the previous interviews, he's single and cute and nice and... Luke McKenna, that is, not Dick, although you know I think Dick is cute. Oh, and by the way, I invited Luke to the brunch on Sunday. Well, anyway you get the picture, so call me!”

Her matchmaking project started, Marla hung up the phone and swiveled around in her desk chair to look out at the city's skyline. Lights had come on in the skyscrapers surrounding Plaza Square, which at 45 stories, was the tallest building in the downtown skyline. Off on the horizon, she could just barely make out the line of distant hills where she and Dick lived, at the far edge of the city, close to the river that wound its way along the downtown area.

With Dick's complete concurrence, several years ago she had donated the massive, too-large Wills mansion to the family foundation. It was now being used as a somewhat elegant shelter and halfway house for abused women. She and Dick had built their own home at one edge of the estate grounds, near the hilltop cottage where Beth and Rhea and the twins lived. The cottage, too, had been part of the Wills estate and had been bequeathed to Rhea when Marla's mother, Catherine Wills Blackstone, died fifteen years ago.

Marla stood up, stretched, and walked over to the coffee maker on the credenza at one side of her office. The pot held one last cup and as she poured it she thought about tomorrow morning's weekly staff meeting. It was her turn to provide refreshments and she'd decided that on her way in tomorrow morning, she'd grab a bag of the buttery croissants that were a specialty of the Pavilion Shop in the lobby of Plaza Square. 

Dick had phoned a few minutes ago, just before her call to Beth. He'd said he was packing up his briefcase and would be down to get her momentarily. Dick's office, as director of the Wills Foundation, was located in the two-story penthouse on the 44th and 45th floors of the Plaza Square building, which was owned and operated by the Foundation.  Knowing Dick and how long it took him to get out of the office, she was sure she had plenty of time to leisurely pack up her own briefcase. 

Into the briefcase standing open on the middle of her desk, Marla tossed the most recent issue of one of the professional psychology journals the clinic subscribed to. On top of the journal she put the ‘Staff Meeting File,” and a couple of patient files, then snapped the briefcase shut.  She locked her desk and the patient file cabinet adjoining the desk. Then she picked up her briefcase and went over and lifted her handbag and trenchcoat off the antique brass coat rack in one corner of the office.

Hoping that her timing was on target, she left her office, closing and locking the door behind her. It was after five o'clock and the outer reception area was deserted. Sometime next week, Beth's mother Rhea was going to take over some of the receptionist duties at the clinic on a part-time basis. The four counselors at the Wills Clinic had been struggling with juggling phone calls and scheduling on their own since the last receptionist took an emergency medical leave. When it had turned out that she wouldn't be returning, Beth had suggested they try using Rhea and Marla had agreed that it was a good idea.

Marla turned out the overhead lights, leaving only a small desk lamp on a table by the entrance lit. As she left the clinic, she locked the floor-to-ceiling glass doors on her way out. In the middle of the doors, large gold lettering spelled out “The Wills Clinic.” Underneath that, in smaller letters was “In Memory of Catherine Wills.”

Out in the hall by the bank of elevators were two chairs and Marla sat down in one of them. Very shortly, she heard one of the elevators descending and she hoped that it was Dick. It had been a long day and she was looking forward to a quiet, relaxing evening at home, “vegging out” as Beth's twins would call it.

The brass elevator doors whooshed open and Dick stood there looking out, a big grin on his face.

“How do you do that?” he asked in amazement. “How do you always know when I'm really on my way down?”

“That's one of my secrets, darling. And you know how I always try to maintain an aura of mystery... so I'll never tell,” Marla said as she joined Dick in the elevator. After he punched the down button for the basement parking garage, Marla  looped her free arm through his and gave it a squeeze.

“Rough day?” he asked, somehow always able to read her moods even though she tried to present an unruffled exterior.

“Mmmmm, yes, you could say that. Hectic, that's for sure. Having Rhea come on board will help a little. But it's really the logistics for this abused women's conference that have me coming apart at the seams. I had no idea we'd have this huge a response. It's truly amazing.”

“But that's good—that's what you wanted,” Dick said. 

“Yes, you're right. I'm just tired. I'll be better about when I'm not so beat. Oh, by the way—Luke McKenna called today to talk to Beth about doing a 10-year follow-up article on the twins. She'd left for the day so I called and left a message on her machine...” Marla looked questioningly at Dick, then continued, “Ummmm—I hope you don't mind—but I invited Luke to stop by Sunday for your birthday and tree-trimming brunch.

“Of course I don't mind. You know I've always liked Luke.” Dick nodded his head in satisfaction. “But you're not trying any of your matchmaking on Beth again, are you?”

Marla grinned and turned her head away, deciding it was best to not answer Dick's question.

She looked at their reflections in the brass walls of the elevator. They were almost the same height, about 5 feet 10. Each was slender, almost to the point of thinness. But there the resemblance between them ended. Dick's dark hair was short and crisply curly and salted with gray. She wore her blond hair in an upsweep, very sophisticated and soignee-looking, but actually the easiest, most hassle-free hairstyle she'd been able to find. They were both dressed in conservative wool suits, Dick's a navy pinstripe and hers a brown tweed, and each carried tan London Fog trenchcoats draped over their arms.

When they reached the parking garage level, Dick held open the elevator door for Marla, then followed her to their red sports car. The Corvette convertible was one of their few, much-loved extravagances. Even though they each came from well-to-do backgrounds, neither had much use for conspicuous consumption. They were both engrossed in their careers and derived their pleasure and satisfaction from involvement in their work, not from things.

Dick and Marla had married when they were in their early thirties, and although they'd decided not to have children, Beth's twins served as surrogate offspring for them.
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Beth

Thursday evening

Inside the front door of the house, Beth called out, “Mom, Josh, Jen, where are all of you?”

Her voice echoed back at her, with no response to her greeting. Funny, she thought, they should've been home by now. 

Show Pony and Romanian Baby trotted to her side, mewing loudly, signalling her that it was way past their dinnertime. Ignoring their plaintive cries of starvation, Beth walked into the kitchen and checked the note on the refrigerator once again. It shouldn't take that long to pick up milk at the convenience store, she thought. Shaking her head in puzzlement, Beth went over to the sink and ran a glass of cold water, then drank it almost in one gulp.

Taking pity on the poor pathetic animals rubbing themselves against her legs, Beth fed them their allotted cat food, with a few extra pieces for good measure. For a moment she stood there, smiling as she watched them frantically gobble their food, as though they'd not eaten for days. 

She took off the jacket to her black sweatsuit and draped it over a kitchen chair. Then, hearing Rhea's potential protest ringing in her ears, she took the jacket with her into the family room and hung it on the wall coat rack. When she glanced in the direction of the answering machine, she saw that the red message light was blinking. Thinking that perhaps Rhea had called to tell her she had car trouble or something, Beth hurried over to listen to the messages. 

The first two messages were hang-ups, hopefully from siding salesmen or magazine peddlers and not the weird caller. For the past few weeks, they'd been getting phone calls where the caller would hang up, which had really started to bother Beth and Rhea. 

The next message on the tape was a chirpy little girl's voice asking for Josh to call Susie as soon as possible. Beth grinned in anticipation, thinking how embarrassed her son was going to be at that message. Next was a lengthy one from Marla on a variety of subjects, with a peculiar emphasis on a reporter wanting to do a follow-up article on the twins. Beth's antenna picked up matchmaking in Marla's voice as she talked about Luke McKenna. Beth frowned faintly as she listened once again to Marla's message, then switched off the machine. That had been the last message—nothing from Rhea.

Beth knew that at times she worried excessively about her mother and Josh and Jen. But she felt so responsible for them and, conversely, so dependent on them. 

She went back into the kitchen and lifted the lid of the crock pot to see what smelled so good. It was some of Rhea's leftover chile, guaranteed to taste as good the second time around, Beth thought.

Deciding to take a shower, Beth went back to the family room and flicked on the answering machine to pick up any phone calls that might come while she was showering. She felt a vague uneasiness about Rhea and the twins and hoped they'd be home by the time she was out of the shower.
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Toad

Thursday Evening

Abruptly, Toad started the engine of the old white van with a harsh grinding of the ignition. He maneuvered his way out from behind the scraggly clump of cedar trees and onto the gravel road. Several hundred yards beyond, he could just barely make out the reddish glow of the station wagon's taillights as it moved up the road.

All of a sudden he'd felt compelled to have some crazy fun with Rawlings' family. One small sensible corner of his brain signalled the stupidity of what he was about to do but Toad ignored its warning. Gunning the motor, he sped up the road, spewing gravel every which way. In moments, he'd caught up to the station wagon. For a few hundred feet, Toad followed closely behind the wagon. Then, veering over to left of the road, he drew up abreast of the car. 

Glancing over to his right, he saw the startled face of the woman driver. She slowed down and Toad followed suit. She flashed him another look, this one mingling fear with anger. Toad grinned, then raised his fist in her direction, hoping she could see his gesture in the dim interior of the van.

Slowly, Toad began to ease his van over toward the station wagon. Closer and closer, till his front bumper nudged the other vehicle's rear bumper. When the woman honked the horn of the station wagon repeatedly, Toad responded in kind, accompanying the noise with a cackle and a grin. He drove slightly faster, scraping his heavy metal bumper up the length of the station wagon, ultimately hooking the bumper onto one of the chrome strips on the side of the station wagon and wrenching it away from the body of the car. At that, the woman driver slammed on her brakes, stopping the car with a jerky jolt. 

Toad considered stopping also, then decided that was too risky. Besides, he had had his fun for the day. There was no point in taking any more unnecessary chances.

With a final blast of his horn, Toad raced away, the rear tires of the van once again spitting gravel to all sides.
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RHEA AND THE TWINS

Thursday Evening

Rhea sat motionless behind the wheel of the station wagon, head bowed, forehead touching the top of the steering wheel. 

“Are you okay, Gram?” came the shaky, concerned voice of Josh, sitting next to her in the front seat.

“Gram, I'm scared!” Jennifer wailed from the back seat.

Rhea raised her head and turned halfway in her seat so she could see both of the twins.

“It's okay, dears,” she soothed. “We're all okay. That was just some nut case having fun with us. We're fine, just fine. And now, we're going home.”
12

BETH

Thursday Evening

Finished with her shower, Beth walked from her bedroom into the family room, toweling her longish auburn hair to try to partially dry it. She was dressed in jeans and a long aquamarine pullover sweater, with bare feet.

Still no sign of Mom and the twins, she thought. I can't imagine where they are. Beth tossed the towel down the laundry chute in the hallway off the family room and went into the kitchen. Taking the lid off the crock pot, she gave the chile a stir. Deciding to set the kitchen table for dinner, she cleared its surface of the miscellaneous things that always seemed to gather there—tonight there were the twins' school papers, the daily mail, a small pile of grocery coupons, and Rhea's checkbook.

She loved their kitchen, with its two exposed brick walls and light oak wall cabinets. Because of the room's warm, cozy ambiance, the four of them spent a great deal of time there, almost as much time as in the family room. 

The table set, Beth still felt antsy and nervous—she couldn't seem to settle anywhere. She paced between the kitchen and the windowed-wall in the family room that overlooked the driveway. Still no headlights in sight. Where could they be? Beth wondered. Perhaps they'd gone over to Marla and Dick's place on their way home.

I'll just call Marla and see if they're there, Beth decided. She sat down on the edge of the sofa next to the phone and punched in the button coded with the Peters' phone number. It rang once, twice, three times, then the answering machine clicked on.

“Hi, guys, it's me, Beth. Are you there?” Beth asked. Sometimes Marla and Dick used the answering machine to screen their calls when they weren't in the mood for sales pitches. Not getting any response, Beth left a message for Marla to call her at home when it was convenient.

Beth debated with herself whether to get in her car and drive down to the convenience shop on the secondary highway and look around for Rhea's station wagon. Or maybe she should call the sheriff's office. Or maybe she should just continue to sit tight and wait. Temporarily opting for the waiting, Beth leaned back on the sofa and was immediately joined by the two cats, Show Pony and Romanian Baby, snuggling up next to her. The cats' slanted green eyes had soon closed for a catnap, but Beth could feel the slow passage of each minute. Just when she'd at last reached the end of her patience, she saw the flash of headlights as a car crawled up the road leading to their house.

Beth jumped up, dislodging the sleeping cats. She ran to the side door and went outside. The station wagon pulled into the garage and Rhea and the twins were getting out just as Beth reached the side of the car.

“Where on earth have you been?” Beth asked. “I've been so worried about you.”

All three of them started to talk at once and Beth was able to catch a few words here and there.

“Well, as it turned out, we had to go to the SuperMart instead of just to the QuickStop.”  This from Rhea.

“Mom, we had this truly awesome accident!” This was a shouted exclamation from Josh.

“Oh, Mommy, I got so scared.” This was a wail from Jennifer.

Beth put an arm around each twin and they walked three abreast into the house, with Beth somewhat impatiently trying to unravel exactly what had happened.

In the kitchen, as Rhea and Beth got supper ready, the twins chattered on and on about the van crashing into them, as they called it. Rhea managed to reassure Beth about their well-being and murmured in a low voice that she'd explain everything after the twins were in bed.

Later, with the twins asleep, Rhea and Beth sat talking at the kitchen table. Rhea told Beth about the frightening encounter with the van. 

“I guess I should have reported it to the sheriff's office as soon as we got home,” Rhea mused, “but I couldn't make out the license number and I have no idea what make or year the van was. I'm not even sure if its color was white or gray—so there wouldn't be much, if anything, for them to go on.”

Beth frowned, thinking that despite all of Rhea's protests, they should still report it. But at last, she reluctantly agreed with her mother that it probably wouldn't do any good to report such a nebulous event.
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SNOWSTORM

Friday
The next day, the snow had started falling early, just after sunrise. Lazy, floating flakes at first, gradually escalating into ever-thickening curtains of snow. The streets quickly became snow-covered, despite the best efforts of Rivermont's snow removal crews. Most of the schools, public and private, sent their students home by noon. The temperature began to drop around 2 p.m., causing the streets to freeze up. By 4 p.m., traffic was at a virtual standstill on many of the city's streets and highways.

At 3:25 p.m., the city's young, charismatic mayor, Patrick Reynard, has issued a snow alert. This meant that any cars parked on the city's major thoroughfares (and thus creating an impediment to efficient snow removal) would be towed. Half an hour later, upon advice from the city's central weather bureau and street department, he upgraded that snow alert to a snow emergency, meaning that all citizens were instructed to stay off city streets except for emergency purposes. By seven that evening, when the snow had all but stopped and the streets were relatively clear, Reynaud lifted the snow emergency.
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MARLA AND BETH

Friday morning
The Friday morning staff meeting at the Wills Clinic had become an important ritual to four counselors there, a way of winding up the work week in an organized manner by sorting out the past week's activities together. Marla and Beth had both managed to get there on time for the 9 a.m. meeting, despite the ever-increasing snowstorm raging outside. But the other two therapists at the Clinic, Quenton Daniels and Stephen Patterson, had called to say they'd be late because of the snow. 

Marla decided that she and Beth would proceed with at least part of clinic-wide patient review and planning for the next week.

Seated in Marla's office at a low round table facing a broad expanse of floor-to-ceiling glass, the two women went through their patient rosters with one another. As she'd planned, Marla had brought buttery-tasting croissants from the Pavilion shop in the lobby of Plaza Square. They'd each had two, all the while protesting that they shouldn't be eating them, but making sure to save some for Quenton and Stephen. 

Beth pulled out one particular patient file from the stack she'd brought with her and tapped it against her hand as she spoke. “I have a patient who's causing me a lot of concern, for a variety of reasons. It's Walter Jenkins, one of the few male patients we have at the Clinic and a special exception to our usual type of patient. He's an employee here at the building, a custodian who works for the management company. He's covered under the Employee Assistance Program that we provide for them.” Beth stopped here, trying to decide exactly how to describe her concerns about Walter Jenkins.

Marla, wanting to get to the heart of things immediately, interjected, “So what's the problem?”

Beth grinned at her friend's impatience, “Hold your horses—I'm getting there. Walter Jenkins was referred to the Clinic by the EAP's counselor, who had diagnosed him as suffering from clinical depression. And Jenkins certainly seems to present all the textbook symptoms of depression. I think that's what bothers me. It's as though he read a medical textbook on depression and now he's spouting those symptoms back at me. Somehow, I can't quite believe the things he tells me—they all sound too rehearsed, too pat. Besides, and I know this is incredibly unprofessional but he makes me nervous—he gives me the creeps, actually.”

Marla thought for a few moments, then offered, “Would you like me to take over his case or at least to talk with him?”

“Well, to begin with, I think I'd like you to sit in on one session with him. Maybe I'm being overly suspicious but ...” Beth's voice trailed off.

Marla said, “Paranoid, perhaps?”

“No, not paranoid.” Beth laughed as she replied. “Anyway, let's look at your schedule and see if you're available when he comes for his next session.”

After determining that Marla was free next Thursday at 3 p.m. to sit in on Jenkins' session, they turned their attention to the therapy group.

“Do you think we should cancel tomorrow's session because of the snow?” Beth suggested.

“I'd rather not,” Marla said, “unless the weather is really bad. Let's wait until later on today to make a final decision.”

Marla had first begun an abused women therapy group at the Clinic on a trial basis over a year ago. It had proved so successful that she was now planning to inaugurate two additional groups. The trial group currently had five members, which Marla had judged to be an ideal size and met each Saturday morning from 9 a.m. until noon. 

Over the months, the group had evolved into a combination of therapy and support, much to Marla and Beth's satisfaction. The women had taken on the task of providing support and encouragement to one another, in part, assuming responsibility for their own treatment and progress. Each woman in the group was progressing at her own individual pace—some slowly, some quickly, but they were all making progress, proving the success and the efficacy of the group.

Just then, there was a tap on Marla's office door. 

“Yes?” Marla said.

The door opened and in came Quenton and Stephen, the other two therapists at the Wills Clinic.

“Sorry we're late,” Quenton said.

“That's okay—come on in and help yourself to some croissants,” Marla said.

The two men put their file folders down on the low table where Marla and Beth sat, then got themselves croissants and coffee and sat down.

For the next hour, the four therapists discussed the men's roster of clinic patients.

Both Quenton Daniels and Stephen Patterson had been with the Wills Clinic almost from its very beginning. Despite the fact that they were both avowed homosexuals, Marla, as director of the fledgling Clinic, had hired them with no reservations. She'd known them from her days as a psychology instructor at the University, where they'd been on the faculty. Quenton, a psychiatrist, had been on the staff of the medical school, while Stephen was a colleague of Marla's in the psychology department. 

For a long while after they joined the staff of the Clinic, the two men had maintained a stiff but polite distance from one another, not wanting their personal lives to interfere with their professional lives. For those first few years, they had each been involved in longterm relationships. Then, about two years ago, when each had been unattached, one thing led to another and now they were a couple. 

Although they hadn't started actually living together, they usually spent their nights with one another, either in Quenton's rehabbed loft apartment in downtown Rivermont or in Stephen's hilltop hideaway just a short distance from where Dick and Marla lived. Because each of the men was attached to his home and neither could bear to give his up, they continued to bounce back and forth between the two.

When the meeting was ended, Marla rose from the sofa and walked over to her desk, saying, “Quent, Steve, don't forget about the brunch on Sunday—any time after 12.”

15

LUKE

Friday afternoon

Luke hung up the phone more emphatically than necessary, angry at the derailment of his planned interview with the city's comptroller. For his column in tomorrow's paper, he'd planned on doing one of his sardonic treatments about the latest contretemps between the comptroller and Rivermont's charismatic and ambitious young mayor, an ongoing saga.

Over the past several years, Luke McKenna had gained a reputation as one of the best investigative reporters and one of the most widely-read human interest columnists on the Rivermont Times. But there were moments when that reputation served as a definite detriment in the performance of his job. And now was one of those times. Carlos Alvera's assistant had just cancelled the interview Luke had scheduled with the comptroller, giving no explanation other than, “It isn't convenient.”... which Luke knew translated into, “Sorry, but you don't get to sell papers with the city government's latest in-house brouhaha.”...and which left Luke with a gaping hole where tomorrow's column should have been. Well, time to haul out one of his back-up articles, intended for just such a situation as this. 

Searching through his files on the computer terminal, he looked for something to fill the empty slot. Settling on one of his rare noncontroversial pieces, a backgrounder about Plaza Square, Luke called it up on the screen and quickly scanned through the file, changing a word here and there, as he went. 

Plaza Square: A “Genius” of a Building

By Luke McKenna
Plaza Square, downtown Rivermont's tallest office building, operates under a recently-installed state-of-the-art computerized environmental control system which effectively elevates Plaza Square from the “smart” building category to “genius” status. 

The system runs under a graphical user interface environment and is a product of a leading manufacturer of control systems for HVAC (heating, ventilating, and air conditioning) equipment and computer systems. 

The Chief Engineer of Plaza Square, an employee of the real estate management and leasing company which administers the building for its owner, The Wills Foundation, says that the system was a natural migration from Plaza Square's initial environmental control system which was semi-computerized. The new system offers cost effectiveness,  increased security and safety for the building systems, faster accommodation of tenants' specific, individual requirements, and the all-important features of multi-tasking and user friendliness. 

The system is cost effective in two significant ways: 1) By automating many formerly manual operations, the maintenance department can  operate in a more efficient and timely manner and with fewer staffing requirements; and 2) The system gives users the ability to immediately adjust the environmental controls, thus maintaining energy  usage at the most efficient level (and simultaneously reducing energy costs).

The system is physically connected by cables to various sensors throughout the  million square foot building; these sensors  constantly transmit readings to the main control unit. A temperature sensor on the roof of the 45-story, 596-foot tall building provides instant access to the outside temperature, a crucial component of maintaining the proper inside temperature.

In addition to the central control unit in the maintenance department on the 17th floor of Plaza Square, there are two other main system stations: one in the building management office on the 29th floor and one in the security department located just off the building's first floor lobby area. The operator workstation on the 29th floor is also used in a project management capacity, with a software package installed on the hard disk that tracks all Plaza Square-related projects. The three central units are networked together and share several printers; other software integrated into the system includes a drawing program and a communications program.

One of the most important functions of the system is its multi-tasking capability: in the midst of other applications (word processing, graphics, etc.) alarms can  pop up, alerting users to potential emergencies.

Another extremely useful feature of the system is its ability to create “icons” of the various functions. With this feature, a user can check the status of an air handler in the morning, make an icon of that function, then throughout the day can immediately re-check that air handler's status by double-clicking with the mouse on the icon. 

(An air handler is the piece of equipment that physically controls air flow. Manipulating the quantity, force, and temperature of the air moved by the air handler determines the temperature of a facility.)

Plaza Square's diverse mix of tenants have varying heating or cooling requirements, depending on their schedules of regular and special events.  The system has a scheduling function that allows for temperature control adjustments for holidays and for special events which overrides the routine set-up schedule.

Maintaining a consistently comfortable temperature in the building's five-story, 50-foot-high atrium lobby is another environmental-control challenge and the most public one. Temperature sensors, located at strategic points throughout the lobby, are constantly monitored to help maintain the optimum comfort level indoors. The building is also protected by a system of smoke and fire sensors and alarms that provide immediate warning of potentially dangerous situations.

The system has a built-in telephone modem which can provide the Chief Engineer with off-site access to the system from his home or from any other remote modem-equipped computer. In addition to the three main control centers, the system also provides a portable unit that can be plugged into any of the connections or sensors throughout the building.

Cost-effective, comprehensive, powerful, and up-to-date, the system also has the advantage of being very user-friendly for non-computer experts.

The next, related phase in computerizing the Plaza Square building systems will be the installation of a computerized preventive maintenance (pm) program. With the pm system, the scheduling, tracking, and recording of routine and preventive maintenance procedures will be automated.  The pm system can also store historical maintenance data and can function as an inventory control system for the maintenance department. 

Dick Peters, executive director of The Wills Foundation, developers and owners of Plaza Square says,  “In the lobby of Plaza Square is an inlaid brass plaque inscribed ‘Plaza Square: Transcending the Ordinary.’ We believe a  state-of-the-art environmental control system is just one of the many ways in which the building transcends the orfinary and is in keeping with our goal of offering the ultimate in premier office space to our tenants and prospective tenants.”

When the article was revised to Luke's satisfaction, he forwarded the story to his editor on the computer's electronic messaging system, along with a note explaining about the cancellation of the comptroller interview.

After that was accomplished, Luke sat there, thinking, in front of his computer terminal, staring at it but not really seeing the words strung out across the screen. This cancellation of the interview meant that the city officials had finally decided to play hardball with him. 

For the past year or so, Luke's columns had been coming down hard and heavy on the top admininstrators in the city government. Luke's particular targets were the comptroller, Carlos Alvera, and Rivermont's mayor, Patrick Reynard. Both men had major political ambitions: Reynard for the governorship of the state and Alvera for Reynard's mayoral position. As his ace in the hole, Alvera had the support of Reynard's opponent in the gubernatorial race.

In jockeying for positions of power in city politics, the two men had embarked on a bizarre “theater of the absurd” way of transacting the daily business of the city. The comptroller routinely refused to pay expenditures authorized by the mayor, up to and including paychecks for city employees whom Alvera deemed inadequately qualified or inappropriately appointed. The mayor would then get one of his tame judges to issue a court order requiring that Alvera issue the proper payment for the matter in question. Alvera woudl counter by corraling one of his own judges to issue an injunction against the mayor's court order. And so the sparring went.

The political advisors to both men had thrown up their hands in despair, unable to control the ever-escalating warfare the two men waged in City Hall. In effect, the two men had created a farcical circus out of city government, with the Times gossip columnist christening their antics as “The Tales of Silly Hall.” Reynard and Alvera had even become a national laughing-stock once the weekly newsmagazines had picked up on their ego-based contest of wills. 

Even neutral bystanders were no longer able to judge which of the men was in the right. It had come down to a pissing contest, which each man obsessed with demonstrating his prowess. And the city was the overall loser, no matter which way the contest went. 

On several occasions, Luke had let his emotions override his better judgement and in his column had blasted both men as fools. So far, the management of the Times had tacitly acquiesced in Luke's favor, letting his campaign prevail. But sometimes he wondered just how far the two men would go—and how far he himself would go in his attempt to get them to call a halt to their blatant disregard for the proprieties of official behavior. 

Currently, the two were embroiled in a debate over which brokerage firm would handle the issuance of city bonds, in what looked to be their most serious contretemps—and one with far-reaching implications.

Enough of that, Luke thought, and turned off his computer terminal. Deciding that he was finished for the day, Luke packed up his tattered Land's End briefcase, thinking once again that he really should replace the ratty thing—but he couldn't bear to part with it for sentimental reasons. He'd received it as a gift from his sister Kate when he'd first begun his job as a fledgling reporter on the Rivermont Times, which now seemed like a century ago.

Luke had joined the paper ten years ago, after a stint with a small-town newspaper in the southern part of the state. In one year on the weekly publication, he'd learned more than what many reporters on daily papers took ten years or never to learn. Besides reporting, his duties had ranged all the way from selling ads to delivering newspapers.

He'd been paid a pittance for working what seemed like the equivalent of two full-time jobs. But when that first year had ended and he'd been offered an entry-level reporting position at the prestigious Rivermont Times, Luke had realized that he wouldn't have traded a minute of what had proved to be the most valuable training experience he could've ever found. Over the past ten years, the back-breakingly hard work he'd done at the weekly had served him well. 

Just as he was about to walk out of his cubicle, his phone rang. For a moment, he hesitated, debating whether to answer the call or whether to let his voice mail pick up a message. Then, his reporter's curiosity won out and he grabbed up the receiver on the third ring.

“Luke McKenna here.”

“Mr. McKenna, this is Beth Rawlings returning your phone call of yesterday. I'm sorry it took me so long to get back to you but I've been tied up all day.” The pleasant voice sounded to Luke as if the speaker had a smile on her face.

“Thanks for getting back to me, Mrs. Rawlings. Did Marla tell you what I was calling about?”

“Well, yes, she said you were interested in doing another follow-up article about the twins...” Beth ended the sentence with an implied question.

“Yes, I wanted to take a little different approach with this follow-up article. You know, in the past articles, we basically focused on what the twins' lives were like, first at one month, then one year, then five years. Now, in this article, what I'd like to do is demonstrate how far neo-natal technology has come in the past ten years. My colleague, Charlie Olson, has been keeping track of the developments in technology for premature babies and you'd be astounded at the progress researchers have made.” Luke paused, to give Beth Rawlings a chance to comment.

“Actually, I've been trying to stay up with the technology also, because of the twins, and I agree with you—it is astonishing. What was miraculous as far as the twins' survival is now almost commonplace for preemies today. Anyway, I'd be glad for you to do an article. When would you like to get together?”

Luke thought for a moment, then said, “What about tomorrow afternoon?”

“Ummmm, yes, Saturday afternoon would work. I'll be here at the Clinic all morning, until noon. Would you like to meet me here and follow me out to my house or... whatever is most convenient for you,”  Beth offered.

“Fine,” Luke said. “I'll either follow you out there or ... perhaps I could ride home with you and have the Times photographer meet us later at your house. Then I could hitch a ride back to the paper with him.”

“That's fine with me,” said Beth. “I'll see you sometime after noon at the Clinic.”

After he hung up the phone, Luke put his briefcase back on his desk and opened it up. Out of one of his file cabinets he took the Rawlings twins' file folder and put it in the briefcase to look over tonight. 

He was glad his weekly visit with Charlie Olson at the nursing home was tomorrow morning, before the interview with Mrs. Rawlings and the twins. It had originally been Charlie's story ten years ago and Charlie was the one who, during last Saturday's visit, had suggested this particular angle for a follow-up. 
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KATE

Friday evening

On Friday evening, Kate McKenna Lassiter sat snug and warm in front of a blazing fireplace in her brother Luke's apartment.  She had moved in with him several months ago, when she'd come back to Rivermont from California, following the final shattering of her marriage.

Her break-up had come fast on the heels of the end of Luke's long-time live-in relationship with Olivia Zachary, a colleague of Luke's at the Times. With both of them at loose ends, it had seemed practical and pragmatic for Kate to share her brother's apartment.   

Now, as Kate sat in front of the fire, she remembered what a challenge the walk home from work had been. What had begun as a few snow flurries this morning (which, for a change, the meteorologists hadn't forecast as a “dusting” of snow, Kate thought cynically) had metamorphosed into a full-blown snowstorm, with “blown” the operative description. As she made her way home, Kate could've sworn it was snowing sideways as she felt the ping of cold pellets against her exposed face. Even tucking her chin down into her muffler as far as she could didn't block out the icy assault of wind-propelled snow. By the time she reached Luke's apartment, the hood and shoulders of her gray ankle-length coat was snow-covered.

Although the distance from the Rivermont City Hall, where Kate worked as a secretary in the Public Information Office, to Luke's apartment was less than two blocks, it was still slow going. In addition to the onslaught of snow, the cobblestoned sidewalks were glazed with a thin veneer of ice, calling for careful steps on their precariously uneven surface.

The building in which Luke's apartment was located, close to the Rivermont riverfront, was the last in a row of four similar-looking four-story townhouses, in the brownstone, bay window style so popular in the region at the turn of the century.

From what Luke had told her, his below-street-level apartment had been a relatively recent remodeling creation in this particular brownstone, recent meaning in the last five years or so. An authentic antique wrought iron fence, with the requisite spikes and curlicues, separated the apartment's front entranceway from the cobblestoned sidewalk. Three broad brick-paved steps led down to the front entranceway, which included a brick-lined patio area, a grouping of evergreens in black wrought iron pots, and a lacy-patterned wrought iron bench next to the front door.

Kate loved Luke's apartment and had felt at home in it from her first moment there. He had put her in the small back bedroom that he'd been using as a study. Most of her belongings were in storage, although she'd furnished the room with a few of her favorite things—a particulary comfortable easy chair, an antique brass bed, and a faded but beautifully-colored fringed Turkish carpet.

Now, as she sat in Luke's living room, curled up at one end of the beige semi-circular sofa that faced the fireplace, she wondered, with a pang of regret, just how soon she'd have to leave here. 

Six months ago, Luke had welcomed her back from California with the proverbial open arms. He'd made sure she felt comfortable in his home and had given her the love and understanding she'd been craving for so long. He hadn't asked any questions about her failed marriage, satisfied that Kate would confide in him if and when she needed to.

When she'd first returned to Rivermont, Kate had been in a state of shock. She'd spent day after day curled in a ball on Luke's sofa, trying to heal, trying to find some reason to go on living. 

Kate had been married for two years to a would-be actor, living in California. She had tried desperately to survive his drug-induced cruelty to her. Finally, in despair, after a particularly vicious beating, Kate had gathered enough courage—and money for airfare—to come back to Luke in Rivermont.

Shaking her head to dispel this brooding on past grief, Kate ran her fingers through her short hair, ruffling up the dark curls. She'd changed out of her suit into jeans and a sweater when she had gotten home from work. Not feeling hungry or at least not for real food, she'd popped a bag of popcorn in the microwave, letting that serve as her dinner. Not very nutritious, she'd thought guiltily, as she ate the popcorn, but really tasty.

She wished Luke would get home soon—she wanted to tell him about something that had happened in the office today. She usually didn't talk much about her job in City Hall's Public Information Office, feeling that sharing what went on there with a newspaper reporter was a definite conflict of interest. But what she'd accidentally seen today had blown her away—so much so that she felt compelled to tell Luke about it and to ask for his advice. Perhaps he could counsel her about how to handle the explosive information that had come her way.

A sound at the front door of the apartment jerked her out of her thoughts. For a moment, she was disoriented, not sure what time of day it was it or who could be at the door. Then, at Luke's cheery shout of greeting, she snapped back into her surroundings and jumped up off the sofa to greet him.

“Yo, yourself, big bro!” Kate threw at him. She came over to the entrance foyer where he stood knocking snow off his shoes. She helped him off with his parka, shaking the snow from it before draping it over the coat tree in the corner.
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LUKE AND KATE

Friday evening
Later that evening, Kate once again sat in front of the fire, this time with Luke seated in a chair adjacent to the sofa. Luke, too, was dressed in jeans, but they were his work uniform, not something he changed into after the workday was finished. Tonight, with his well-broken-in jeans, he wore a blue oxford cloth shirt. The blue in his shirt brought out the color of his blue-green eyes, set under unruly dark brown hair which went every which way. His dark brown beard was crisply curly and frosted with gray, even though he was only in his mid-thirties. He had loosened his tie, a wild green paisley print that had been a Christmas gift last year from one of his color-blind fellow reporters. 

No matter what time of day it was or how Luke was dressed, he always managed to fit the descriptions of ‘scruffy’ or ‘rumpled’ or ‘disheveled.’ Kate marveled at the way Luke could put on perfectly respectable looking clothes and have them immediately conform to his mussy, messy, untidy state.

Kate and Luke had had a large pizza delivered from the pizzeria around the corner and Kate waited until they'd finished the last piece of its cheesy-bacony goodness before bringing up what she wanted to talk with Luke about.

Wiping her hands on the paper napkins that had been packed with the pizza, Kate cleared her throat, then said to her brother, “Luke, there's something I'd like to talk with you about.”

Luke looked over at Kate, hearing the serious note in her voice. “Sure, sis, what is it?”

“Well, I'm not sure what it all means but I happened upon something really weird at the office today and I don't know what to do about it. I thought you might be able to give me some advice.”

Luke put aside his plate, and said, “Go ahead, shoot—you have my undivided attention.”

“Well, this morning as I was opening the mail, the way I always do, I found that one of the envelopes was delivered to our office by mistake by a courier service. It was a large manila one addressed to Carlos Alvera and it was marked ‘Personal and Confidential.’ I was going to take it across the hall to Alvera's office when the contents fell out—evidently the envelope wasn't very well-sealed. Luke, there were several packets of money—packets of hundred dollar bills rubberbanded together. I was so shocked that at first I didn't know what to do. I was by myself in the office so no one else saw the money. I stuffed the packets back into the envelope and sealed it shut. Then, instead of hand delivering it myself, I chickened out and put it in my outgoing mail basket and let the mail clerk pick it up. I was so panicked that I didn't want Alvera—or anyone—to know that I knew what was in the envelope.” Kate paused here in her recitation to look over at Luke to see how he was taking her story.

Luke was staring at her, a frown on his face as he concentrated on what Kate was telling him. “Well, what do you think?” she asked.

“Was there anything else in the envelope besides the packets of money?” Luke asked, his reportial instincts taking over. “A note, any kind of paper or explanation of what the money was for?”

“Well, I don't think so,” Kate answered slowly, “at least not that I saw. But I didn't really look inside the envelope. I was just so shocked by the sight the money and all I could think of was getting it out of sight, stuffing it back into the envelope before anyone saw it.”

“God, sis, I don't know what to think. I can't imagine any legitimate reason why Alvera would be getting packets of cash delivered to him in an envelope marked ‘personal and confidential.’ This doesn't sound good at all.” Luke shook his head as he spoke.

“That's what I thought, too,” said Kate. “I feel like I should do something but I have no idea what that something might be.”

“Let me think about it—I agree that we should do something but I don't want you involved in this in any way.” Just as Luke finished speaking, the phone rang. Each looked at the other to see who would get it, but finally Luke stood up and ambled over to the phone in the hallway off the living room.

Kate listened closely but could only make out murmurs of Luke's conversation. After he'd hung up the phone, Kate waited expectantly for him to rejoin her and share with her whatever his call had been about. But instead, she heard Luke go into the kitchen, then the sound of the refrigerator door opening and closing. After a few more moments, Luke came back into the living room. Kate saw that he had a bottle of red wine in one hand and a full-to-the-brim-wineglass in the other. She was a little surprised at the wine because Luke was such an infrequent, casual drinker.

Before easing himself back into the chair he'd vacated, Luke put the wine bottle and glass on the endtable next to the chair.  After he sat down, he stared into the flames for a few moments, then picked up his glass and gulped down the wine. Kate had been wordlessly watching him, puzzled by his actions and his silence. Luke was usually so talkative and his behavior now was out of character.

At least, realizing that his silence might continue indefinitely, Kate spoke up.

“So, who was that on the phone?”

Luke looked up, as though surprised to find someone else in the room with him. He pursed his lips together, as if thinking about what his answer should be. Kate felt a tremor of uncertainty, suddenly hesitant for her brother to answer what she had thought was an innocuous question.

“The phone?” Luke asked.

“Yes, the phone call you answered a few minutes ago. Who was it?” Kate's vague apprehension had added a trace of impatience to her voice.

Luke paused a moment before replying in an offhand tone, “Just someone about an article I've been working on.”

“Oh?” Kate's  questioning response was their usual, understood signal that she'd be interested in hearing about the article if Luke was interested in talking about it.

“There's nothing much to talk about right now,” Luke said, his tone and words indicating that he wasn't going to say any more.

He leaned back in the chair, propped his feet up on the hassock and closed his eyes. 

I hate lying to her, Luke thought, but the less she knows about what I'm working on the better, especially this time. 

Over the past few years, Luke had several times gotten himself involved in stories that had their dangerous side. The various underworld elements in Rivermont, in particular, didn't take kindly to his investigative reporting tactics and had on occasion threatened him with bodily harm.  Now, whoever had called this time had found a new avenue of intimidation. They'd discovered that his younger sister was living with him and evidently thought that threats against her would be an effective technique of scaring him off his line of investigation.

The gravelly, obviously disguised voice on the phone had said, “Drop the investigation into the bond issue or your little sister will pay.”

Now, as he sat there thinking, Luke briefly considered abandoning the article. So far, he'd never allowed anyone to scare him off a story, but always before, he'd been the one threatened, not one of his loved ones. Even when he was seriously involved with Olivia, no one had ever attempted to use her as a lever to control his inquiries. 

He was puzzled at the reaction to his current investigation—obviously the threat against Kate meant he was on the right track, perhaps more than he'd expected.

As he sat thinking about the phone call, Luke realized that he had no choice but to warn Kate to be careful, to watch herself. But how was he going to warn her without having her freak out over his own safety. That was going to be a tall order.

“Hey, sis,” Luke said, opening his eyes, but staying in his relaxed posture. “I guess there is something I need to talk with you about.”
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BETH AND THE TWINS

Friday evening

“Bedtime,” Beth called in the direction of the twins, who were ensconced in front of the television watching an old Walt Disney movie. 

“Aw, Mom, just a few more minutes, please,” Josh begged. “The movie's almost over.” 

Beth came over to the sofa and sat down. The twins were sprawled on the floor in front of the TV, an empty microwave popcorn bag between them. 

“Okay, guys, you can finish watching the movie.”

“Thanks, Mom, you're the best!” Jennifer smiled up at Beth, then turned her attention back to the movie.

Beth sat looking at the backs of the twins' red heads, thinking for the millionth time what great kids they were and how lucky she was to have them. They brought such an incredible, fulfilling joy to her life. At times she wondered if she had done them a disservice by never remarrying and giving them a father. But her disastrous experience with Sam Rawlings had been so unbearable that she'd instinctively backed away from any romantic involvement since.

Beth had been grateful that at least the twins had Dick Peters in their lives. Although Dick and Marla had made the decision to not have children of their own, they both loved Josh and Jen and treated them as family.

When at last the movie was over, the twins went to their rooms to get ready for bed, telling Beth they'd call her when it was time for her to tuck them in. One of their nighttime rituals was a few minutes of talking with Beth, in either Josh or Jen's room. Tonight, Beth especially wanted to talk with them about the Times reporter coming to the house tomorrow afternoon.

From Jen's room she heard giggling and then a call from Josh, ‘We're ready, Mom!”

Beth sat down on the edge of Jen's bed where her daughter lay and pulled Josh down next to her. 

“I've got something in particular to talk about this evening,” Beth began, capturing their interest immediately. Usually, their talks were a casual gathering-up of the day's events.

“What is it?” Josh leaned into her and she gave him a grin and a squeeze.

“Well, you might remember that over the years, there have been several articles in the Rivermont Times about the two of you being born prematurely. I think you've both seen them in our scrapbook, at one time or another. Well, it seems that the reporter who did some of the articles wants to do another one, a sort of follow-up. So he's coming out here tomorrow afternoon to talk with all of us.” 

Beth paused a moment, then asked if Josh and Jen understood what she was talking about.

“Sure, Mom,” they answered in unison, then Josh added, “Just like they say on TV, we'll be headline news.” 

Beth laughed at that, and said, “Well, not exactly. Anyway, there's going to be a photographer coming too, so we'll have to make sure that you two and the house look halfway presentable. I think I'll ask Gram to make sure of that.”

“Gee, Mom, don't you trust us to make you proud?” Jen teased. Beth reached down and gently tweaked her daughter's nose, then answered, “You always make me proud, both of you.”
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LUKE AND KATE

Friday evening

Luke sat there, trying to think how best to tell Kate that because of an article he was pursuing, the targets of his article were threatening her safety. He finally decided there was no way to tell it but straight out, even though he knew that in Kate's uptight emotional state she was not going to react calmly—in fact, she was going to blow sky-high out of fear for his safety and well-being as much as her own.

“Sis, I'm involved in doing a story that is going to have some impact on one of the biggest city government scandals Rivermont has ever seen. And evidently, I'm really on the right track because whoever is behind the scam has started making some threats.” As Luke paused to pour another half glass of wine for himself, Kate broke in.

“Threats? What do you mean, threats? Against whom? Threats to do what?” Her questions tumbled out and as Luke looked up at her, he saw that tense frightened look on her face once again. 

This is what I wanted to avoid, he thought helplessly. She's been through more than her share of hell and to load this on top of her just isn't fair.

Before answering her spate of questions, Luke got up and put another log on the dying fire, poking at the embers with the brass tongs to ignite the log.

Back in his chair, Luke turned to Kate with a rueful smile on lips. “I'm really sorry about this, Sis. That phone call I just took was from some sleazeball telling me to back off my investigation or my baby sister would get hurt.”

“They're threatening me...to get at you?” Kate asked the question slowly, as though trying to make sense of the idea behind her words as she spoke them.

“Yeah, you could say that. I don't really know how serious they are about their threats or even how dangerous they are. There's an appreciable amount of money involved in this bond thing but I can't tell how far they would go when it comes to violence. But I do know that I want you to be extra careful. In fact, I'm going to talk to the legal office at the Times  and see what they say we should do about this.” Luke stood up, as if to go do something that moment.

Kate shook her head, then said, “Luke, there isn't anything you can do tonight—there won't be anyone in the legal office you can talk to. Let it go till tomorrow.”

Luke paced back and forth a few steps in front of the fireplace, mulling over what his options were. For some reason, he was beginning to feel that this had been a real threat, something to be taken seriously. And to him that meant doing something about it immediately. But what?

He looked at his watch, and seeing that it was only a little past 9:30 p.m., he walked over to the telephone desk in the hallway and pulled out the Rivermont residential phone directory. He flipped it open to the ‘H's’ and looked up George Huston's name to see if it was listed. Somewhat to Luke's surprise, Huston had his home phone number listed, plus his office number and an answering service number. He certainly covers all the bases, thought Luke.

George Huston, a retired Rivermont police detective, was the owner of one of the city's most respected security firms. Huston had started the company after an improperly healed broken leg had forced him to retire from active duty on the police force.

Luke had gotten to know him well when Houston was still a cop. Charlie Olson, Luke's long-time friend and mentor at the Times, had introduced Luke to Huston and the three men had spent many hours discussing cases and various Rivermont criminals. 

Luke decided to leave a message with George on his service and let him decide whether to return the call him tonight or tomorrow.

It took barely fifteen minutes for Huston to return his call.

“Lukie-boy, what can I do for you?” George asked, using old Charlie's usual nickname for Luke. 

“Thanks for getting back to me so fast,” Luke said. “I have a problem and I'm hoping you can give me some help or advice.”

“Shoot—I'm all ears,” George said.

Luke hesitated, then said, “I'm not sure that it's a good idea to discuss it over the phone.”

“Whoa, boy, you don't think someone is bugging my phone, do you?” George asked.

“No, George, not your phone, but my phone maybe.”

“No kidding! Well, let's see ... what time is it?” George was silent for a moment then said, “It's a little before ten. What say I meet you at Jerry's for a brewski and you tell me what's on your mind?”

Luke thanked his friend and agreed to meet him at the bar a few blocks away from his apartment, close to the office of George's security firm.
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LUKE AND CHARLIE

Saturday morning

The next morning, Luke left the apartment a little before eight a.m. Amazed at how much snow they'd gotten,” he was glad his old Pontiac had front wheel drive. For over a year now, every Saturday morning without fail, Luke made the trip out to Longhaven Nursing Home at the edge of the city to visit Charlie Olson.

It was a labor of love and whenever Luke felt like sleeping in on Saturday morning, he reminded himself of all that Charlie had done for him in the preceding nine years.

Charlie Olson had been one of the last of the Rivermont Times ‘old-time’ reporters. No one really knew Charlie's age: despite estimates that ranged from 60 to 70, Charlie still had the enthusiasm and zest of a kid of twenty. 

His stroke last year had left him paralyzed on the left side and confined to a wheelchair. A lifelong bachelor, with no close family, Charlie had reluctantly gone to live in Longhaven's residential section. Fortunately, the stroke had not impaired his speech or the workings of his mind; indeed, Charlie had confided in Luke that he thought he was sharper than ever now that his mind was freed up from contending with the complex vagaries of the daily grind at the Times. 

It was from Charlie that Luke had picked up many of his habits, both good and bad. Charlie had taught Luke the art of adversarial interviewing, which had served them both well in their investigative reporting duties. In addition, Charlie had taught Luke the value of research, of getting as much background material as possible. Unfortunately, Luke had also somehow absorbed Charlie's penchant for a scruffy appearance by osmosis: both men could reduce stylish, pressed clothing to a shambles in two minutes. And since neither man could be bothered with a haircut, they each often sported unkempt, longish hair.

This particular Saturday morning, Luke was loaded down with more library books and file folders for Charlie than usual. Several times this week, Charlie had called with additional requests for material. Charlie was in the midst of writing what he called his “War Stories,” a collection of his memories of the most interesting true-life crime stories he'd covered in Rivermont over the past five decades, starting just before the onset of World War II. 

Charlie had also triggered Luke's follow-up article on the Rawlings twins. Ten years ago, Charlie had, in an assignment desk fluke, been given the job of writing an article on the tiny premature twins born as the first Rivermont babies of the new year. Because Charlie's usual assignments were of the crime genre, he had chortled when told to do a “first baby of the year” fluff article. But during this particular holiday season, because of vacations and illness, there was a shortage of reporters available for assignments. Besides, said the city editor, during the holidays there was also a shortage of crime for Charlie to report on, and doing this story would keep him off the streets and out of trouble.

Because of their low birth weight, initially the twins' chances for survival had been considered negligible. Somehow, they had survived, based on a combination of the best neonatal expertise that Rivermont Memorial could offer at the time, plus the twins' own strong constitutions coupled with their sturdy geneological heritage. Also, perhaps the prayers of a city caught up in the heartwarming story of a tiny boy and girl struggling for life and breath, had reached the right ears.

The twins, along with their valiant mother and steadfast grandmother, had captured Charlie's supposedly stony heart and had held onto it throughout the ensuing years. For the past ten years, Charlie's only concession to the holiday season had been to do some kind of follow-up on the Rawlings twins. After the first year, he'd enlisted an originally unwilling protege, Luke, in his holiday mission. Between the two of them, they'd created a series of high-caliber, award-winning human interest articles on the twins, eventually expanding the scope of the articles to include the latest developments in neonatal care and technology. In the past several years, as a sidelight, Charlie and Luke had also tackled the whole question of the cost of health care and the ethics of the so-called extraordinary measures taken by the medical profession in sustaining life, whether at its beginning or its end.

The focus in this year's article was to be a comparison of the Rawlings twins to a set of similar preemies born two weeks ago. Charlie wanted Luke to contrast the neonatal technology available ten years ago with what could be done now—and what was on the horizon. As a sidebar to that article, Luke planned to do a “Where are they now?” piece on the current lives of ten-year Josh and Jen Rawlings.
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TOAD

Saturday morning

By 8 a.m. Saturday morning, Toad was in place in the utility closet adjacent to Beth's office on the 38th floor of Plaza Square. His first move had been to put a new tape in the voice-activated tape recorder lodged up in the cold air return. That done, he spread out a couple of padded covers on the floor to make a comfortable listening post for eavesdropping on the women's group therapy session. 
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THE GROUP

Saturday morning

“Hildy, how have things been going for you this week?”

At Marla's question directed toward her, the small, gray-haired women started, then tensed up. She still found it incredibly nerve-wracking to speak out during the group therapy sessions. 

With fists clenched at her sides, Hildy took a deep breath before answering.

“I ... well, I guess things have been going pretty well.” The words came out slowly, hesitantly. The group waited patiently, knowing how difficult talking was for Hildy. The other four women patients and the two therapists had learned to give her the time and space she needed. 

After several moments of silence, Hildy managed a few more words. “I ... I'm finally going to take the GED test next week.” That statement brought a chorus of congratulations from the group.

For the past year, Hildy had been living at the Wills Center, which housed victims of spousal abuse who lacked the resources to support themselves. She'd been involved in therapy with Beth during that year, and six months ago, had begun attending the weekly group therapy and support sessions in Beth's office on the 38th floor of Plaza Square.

Hildy—in her late forties—had spent the previous 30 years married to a psychotically abusive man—trapped by her lack of education into total dependence on a cruel provider. Her husband, Karl Kramer, had created an intricate land-mine of a life for her, so that she was never sure of the rules and requirements from one day to the next. The final straw had come when, in a moment of rage, Karl had thrown her down the basement steps, breaking two of the bones in her left leg, and she had ended up in the Emergency Room of Rivermont Memorial.

Although Hildy had refused to tell anyone how she'd been injured, a suspicious E.R. doctor had notified the police that he had a patient whom he thought was the victim of spousal abuse.  

Because the break in her leg was serious enough to require surgery, Hildy had been admitted to the hospital, despite her vehement protests. Attempts by the hospital and then the police to reach her husband were futile—he had disappeared.

The day after her surgery, a policewoman had visited Hildy in her four-patient room at Rivermont Memorial to try to get her to talk but had no success. Finally, the policewoman contacted Marla Peters at the Wills clinic, having worked with the therapist previously on spousal abuse situations.

Marla quickly sized up Hildy as someone lost, with nowhere to turn and arranged for her to live at the Wills Center and undergo therapy at the Clinic as Beth's patient. After her broken leg had healed, the Center hired Hildy as one of its cooks. There had been an ongoing turnover in cooks and when Hildy had haltingly and shyly told the Center director that she knew how to cook, she'd been hired on the spot and had soon become a treasured part of the Center staff. Throughout her years with Karl Kramer, Hildy had taught herself to cook a variety of delicious dishes, in a futile attempt to please Karl and ward off his ever-present anger at her and subsequent punishment of her. She was grateful now to be able to put that experience to good use.

Even though her husband had seemingly vanished, Hildy still awoke every morning with the fear that he would once again surface in her life. When, six months ago, Beth had introduced Hildy to the therapy group, the therapist had hoped that human contact might help the woman to open up. For a long while, the woman's fear had kept her silent. But eventually, the other four women in the group had enfolded her in kindness and understanding—sensing her need for acceptance.

Two of the women in the group, Cassandra and Ruth, were black. The other two, Kate and Tyler, were white—but all shared a history as victims of viciously abusive men. And each had managed, somehow, to terminate the relationship. Unfortunately, two had them had resorted to violence themselves and had killed their tormentors, although in both instances, the courts had ruled the acts as self-defense.

At first, a fear-ridden Hildy was unable to speak in front of the group, not even so much as her name. Gradually, she could speak in infrequent monosyllables. Hildy's real breakthrough finally came in the midst of an emotional breakdown by Tyler, the 18-year-old white girl in the group. 

Hildy, hearing the girl's sobbing about how worthless she was, how she had deserved the pain inflicted on her by her abusive boyfriend, had reached out and wrapped her arms around the weeping girl, holding onto her tightly. As Tyler's sobs had subsided, Hildy had placed one of the group's ever-present boxes of tissue on the girl's lap, then had taken a tissue and gently blotted Tyler's tear-streaked cheeks, all the while murmuring soothing noises.

Marla and Beth had exchanged a glance, both realizing that the long-awaited opening up of Hildy Kramer was finally starting to happen. From that day on, Hildy had been able to talk about herself, just a little at first, then more and more, during the group sessions. 

On this particular Saturday, the group was in an excited mood because of yesterday's snowfall. With the snow-packed streets, getting to the session had proved an adventure—and they had eagerly risen to the challenge. Kate, living nearby, had been the first to arrive and had assumed coffee-making duties.

Once they were all there, had gotten coffee and were seated in various spots in Beth's office, Kate spoke up.

“You know, I've been thinking a lot this week about the second-class status of women. This was partly triggered by some recent newspaper articles and TV news reports—you all probably know what I'm referring to. I'm almost beginning to feel that women are an endangered species. You see it everywhere—in the workplace, in the news, in therapy groups like this. I guess I've just become more sensitized to the whole subject since I've been in counseling but it seems so widespread.  In so many ways, women are suffering more and more. And it makes me angry—really angry. Look at just a couple of the newsworthy happenings this past year—that rape case and that sexual harassment thing. Time after time, men win out—women are defeated. It just goes on and on...” Kate's voice trailed off and she looked around at the other group members to see what they thought.

Ruth spoke up first. “I know exactly what you mean—I've been feeling some of the same things. It's as though women are always going to come in second, no matter what the feminists or the women's liberationists say. Now, you're not going to like what I say next but I have to say it. This is partly our fault. We've bought the package, so to speak. We've let men get away with this all throughout history. It's just been recently, within the past 20 or so years, that we women have started becoming aware of our second-class status and have tried to do something about it. Maybe it's going to take another 20 years before we can see any real progress. Unfortunately, I'll be too old by then to enjoy it,” Ruth ended with a laugh. 

The other women joined in the laughter, then Marla said, “Let's go around the group and see how each of you feels about what Kate and Ruth have said. Tyler, how about you?”

One by one, the other three women in the group voiced their opinions. Cassandra and Tyler were extremely vocal in their agreement with Kate and Ruth. Only Hildy expressed some reservations, in her halting, shy style.

“I think that it all comes down to human decency, really.” Hildy stopped for a moment, as if to think how to phrase her feelings. “In the classes I've been taking for my high school equivalency, I've been learning a lot of history. And it seems to me that we just keep making the same mistakes over and over again. Somehow, we don't learn from our mistakes. And one of the biggest mistakes that comes across to me from looking back at history is that women haven't had much to do with running the world. Maybe if women had more to say about how to run the world, it might be in better shape.” Hildy ended her words with a slight upward inflection, as if to say, ‘Does anyone know what I mean?’

For the next few minutes, the women all clamored to speak, eager to agree with what Hildy had said. Marla and Beth watched the group members with delight, Hildy in particular. She had certainly come a long, long way over the past several months and the two therapists beamed like proud parents.

By the time noon came, the group had wound itself down. As the women left Beth's office, they were still talking among themselves about women's place in the world and how that could and should change.

Marla closed the door behind the group, gave a deep sigh, and leaned against Beth's desk. “Whew, that had to be one of our most interesting sessions ever! I don't know if much counseling happened but a lot consciousness-raising sure did.”

“I agree,” Beth said, smiling at her colleague. “Kate certainly stirred things up but I think it was a good discussion. And most important of all was Hildy. I was so proud of her—she's really on her way to a new life—and she deserves it.”

As they talked, the two counselors started straightening up the chairs and throwing away coffee cups. Just as they were finishing up, the signal light on Beth's phone flashed, indicating a call. At the start of the session, Beth had turned off the ringer so that the phone couldn't disturb the group. Now, as she picked up the receiver, she turned the bell back on.

“Beth Rawlings,” she said into the phone.

“Rhea Devlin,” came a teasing response.

“Hi there, Mom. What's up?”

“Well, I have these two little munchkins here begging me to call you about a downtown adventure,” Rhea said.

“A downtown adventure? Oh, you mean the Plaza Square Christmas tree and the department store windows,” Beth said.

“Right! They wanted me to ask you if they could come downtown this afternoon. I reminded them that a reporter was supposed to be coming to talk with us sometime this afternoon but they absolutely insisted I call you and ask anyway.”

“Oh, Mom, tell them I'm sorry but I'm expecting the reporter here any minute and then we'll be on our way home. Tell you what—promise Josh and Jen that for sure, we'll do it next Saturday afternoon. The three of you can meet me here at noon, after my group session. We'll eat lunch at the Carousel first, then we'll do a grand tour of the lobby decorations here and all the department store windows they have the energy for.”

23

TOAD

Saturday afternoon

Toad, crouched on the floor of the utility closet next to Beth's office, felt a thrill of excited anticipation as he listened to Beth's phone conversation.

Next Saturday, he thought, it'll happen next Saturday. If he got lucky and if the timing was right, maybe the bitch's children and her mother would be in the building when it blew sky-high. How perfect, how absolutely perfect, he gloated.
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LUKE

Saturday afternoon

Luke walked across the lobby of Plaza Square, his footsteps on the marble floor echoing throughout the deserted area. At the bank of brass-doored elevators, he pushed the up button. One of the doors at the far end whooshed open and Luke hurried the few steps to the waiting elevator. Inside, he pressed the button for the 38th floor, then shifted the briefcase slung over his shoulder; the tape recorder inside was making it uncomfortably heavy. When the elevator arrived at his destination, Luke glanced at his watch and saw that he was several minutes early for his 12:30 appointment with Mrs. Rawlings. Deciding to dawdle a little, he walked down to the end of the hall, where a tall window overlooked downtown Rivermont.

As he stood there looking out over the city's panorama, he heard voices coming from behind him. He glanced back in the direction of the entrance to the Wills Clinic and was somewhat taken aback to see that his sister Kate was one of the four women emerging from the Clinic and heading toward the bank of elevators. Unobtrusively, Luke turned back to the window and ducked his head, not wanting Kate to recognize him.

Luke had known that Kate had been attending a group therapy session every Saturday morning but he had had no idea that it was at the Wills Clinic. Kate had been extremely reticent and close-mouthed about her therapy. Because she'd never used any names in her rare mentions of her therapy to Luke, he had had no way of knowing about her involvement with the Wills Clinic.

Good Lord, he thought to himself, I'll bet the ‘shrink’ that Kate refers to is either Marla Peters or Beth Rawlings.

This complicates things, he thought. I certainly don't want to interfere in any way with Kate's therapy. Hmmmm ... I wonder if Marla knows Kate is my sister. Maybe not ... Maybe since Kate's still using her married name, Lassiter, perhaps Marla doesn't realize that she's my sister. I think I'll just not mention this to anyone, at least not right now, Luke decided. 

 As he stood there waiting for the women to go, he puzzled over another one of the women in the group—a tall black woman in her 50s. It only gotten the briefest glimpse of her but she'd looked so familiar. As he heard the closing of the elevator door, Luke turned his head slightly to see if the women were gone, covering the side of his face with an upraised hand, in hopes that no one would recognize him. When he saw the hallway was empty, he walked toward the entrance to the Wills Clinic. Then it hit him who the familiar-looking woman was—it was the ex-Mrs. Carlos Alvera, the former wife of Rivermont's controversial comptroller.
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BETH AND LUKE

Saturday afternoon

Marla welcomed Luke at the front door of the Clinic and led him into Beth's office, then said goodbye. Luke and Beth shook hands and Beth offered him a chair.

Luke put his briefcase on the floor and sat down in the chair at the side of her desk.

“I appreciate your time, once again,” said Luke. “And my old buddy, Charlie Olson sends his best regards and his regrets that he can't participate in the interview this time.”

At Beth's questioning look, Luke explained about Charlie's stroke last year and subsequent confinement to a wheelchair in a nursing home.

“That's a shame,”Beth said. “The few times I saw him he always seemed so involved in life—it must be difficult for him to adjust to such a restricted life.”

“Restricted? Not Charlie, not by a long shot. He's as involved as ever—he's just can't be as mobile about it. In fact, at the moment he's writing a book about various true-life crime cases in Rivermont—and let me tell you, it's fascinating!” Luke said.

“Do you think I might go visit him sometime?” Beth asked somewhat tentatively. “If you don't think I'd be intruding?”

“Intruding? Never, not with Charlie. I'm sure he'd be delighted to see you. You'll have to be careful, though, that he doesn't talk your arm off and then somehow co-opt you into helping with his book. He's got me schlepping armloads of material to him every Saturday morning—and sometimes during the week, too.”

Beth laughed, then stood up from her desk and started gathering up her purse and briefcase and coat. “Shall we go?” she said with a smile.

The ride out to Beth's home was pleasant. With the sun shining brightly and the road crews out all night, the streets and highways were relatively free of snow. Beth drove her little front-wheel drive Sundance sedan easily, seemingly comfortable with her driving ability, despite the slightly snowy road conditions.

Luke did most of the talking as she drove, explaining in greater detail the approach that he was taking with the article and telling her how he and Charlie had researched the latest, state-of-the-art advances in neo-natal technology. Gradually, their conversation segued into other areas and somewhat to her surprise, Beth found herself unexpectedly engrossed in talking with this man.

26

TOAD

Saturday Afternoon

In his hiding place at the edge of the woods, Toad watched Beth Rawlings park her car in the driveway beside her house. The man in the passenger seat got out slowly, taking a stuffed-looking briefcase from the back seat of the car. 

From his eavesdropping, Toad knew that this was Luke somebody, a reporter with the Rivermont Times, here to do an article about the bitch's brats.

Toad shivered in the frigid December air, deciding that he wouldn't stay much longer. It was too cold to be out here watching Beth's house. He'd come on an impulse, thinking he might see something that would help him in his plan of revenge.

A sudden wave of anger came over him and he felt the warm flushing of his face. He blamed this Rawlings broad for the destruction of his marriage to Hildy. Always before, Hildy had stayed with him, no matter what he had done to her. But that last time she hadn't. That time she'd found somewhere else to go, someone else to take care of her. That infuriated Toad. Hildy was his and only his—she had belonged to him for 30 years and after next Saturday, she would belong to him forever. 

During the past year, since Hildy's desertion, Toad's life had crumbled. Everything was gone—he'd abandoned his job, defaulted on their home mortgage, and had his automobile repossesed. After Hildy had landed in the hospital, he'd gone into hiding to escape the police and the social workers that she'd sicked on him. But most likely Hildy hadn't sicked anyone on him—she was too frightened of him and what he would do to her to ever betray him. No, the police and the social workers and the counselors had, no doubt, acted on their own, and not at Hildy's behest. 

Toad was determined that someone would pay for his lost life. And he had targeted that someone as Beth Rawlings. She had been the one holding Hildy's hand all these months, egging her on in this newfound strength of hers. Several times, Toad had considered grabbing Hildy and taking her away somewhere with him. But listening in on her counseling sessions with Rawlings, Toad realized he could never own this woman again, as he once had. 

Toad hadn't decided what he would do after putting his plan into operation. He knew he had to leave Rivermont, but that was no great loss to him. He'd make a new life for himself, in some new city. As a mechanical engineer, he wouldn't have much trouble finding a job somewhere, although he'd probably have to come up with some falsifed credentials and identification documents, just in case there were still warrants out for his arrest. In some ways, he looked forward to the challenge of change, the excitement of new places. He didn't look forward to the hassle of new people, though. In fact, if he had his way, there wouldn't be any people in his world. They only caused him trouble and the pounding, unbearable headaches that tormented him.

Shivering in earnest now, Toad decided to leave his wooded hiding place and get back to his van where there was at least a semblance of warmth.
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BETH

Saturday night

It was almost midnight Saturday when Beth finally climbed into bed. She and Rhea had taken the twins to their church's Christmas pageant that evening. Then, back home, with the twins tucked in for the night, Rhea and Beth sat in front of a crackling fire, talking for a long while.

Now, as she lay in bed trying to fall asleep, Beth thought back to what had triggered their conversation. For some reason, Beth had really felt her single parenthood that evening and it had given her an overwhelming, unsettling feeling of sadness. It seemed as though the congregation was comprised of couple after couple—man and wife—twosomes—partnerships—all seemingly hand-in-hand. 

At one point in their discussion, Beth had said to Rhea, with an intensity in her voice, “Where did I go wrong, Mom? Why haven't I been interested in finding someone to share life with? For that matter, why haven't you? Why are we living here like this—two women alone?”

Rhea had had no answers—only questions of her own.

During the evening's Christmas pageant, images of the afternoon had flashed through Beth's mind, competing with the activities onstage. Luke had been charming with the twins, talking to them on an adult level and quickly winning their trust. He had seemed to be taking in everything, so intent, so intense, so observant and aware.

When the photographer arrived, it had turned out to be a her instead of a him—a cute little curly-headed blond named Sissy, dressed in skin-tight jeans and cowboy boots. She, too, had quickly won the twins' confidence and soon the three of them were having a grand time shoooting picture after picture. At one point, Sissy let each of the twins snap photos with the Polaroid camera she used for set-up and posing test shots. 

Josh took great delight in showing off the pictures he'd taken—so much so that Beth made a mental note to make sure Santa brought her son a camera for Christmas.

At the end of the afternoon, watching Luke and Sissy, laughing together, drive off in the photographer's little red Toyota pick-up, Beth had felt a surprising twinge of wistful envy. 

She'd stood for a moment in the open doorway, letting the cold air rush around her till she started shivering. Then closing the door with an extra firmness, she'd resolutely shaken off her discontent.

But now, lying in bed, going back over the afternoon and thinking about Luke, Beth once again felt off balance. She had to admit to herself that she'd found him attractive and appealing and she was trying to figure out how she felt about that. 

He'd been dressed in well-worn jeans and a faded University of Missouri sweatshirt. Since their last meeting several years ago, Luke's hair had grayed a bit and he'd grown a beard. Beth had liked the way his eyes crinkled up when he smiled, their blueness seeming to intensify then. From the first moments in her office, she'd felt comfortable and at ease with him. They'd talked easily and absorbedly, their conversation ranging over an eclectic variety of topics once they'd covered the basics of the proposed article and neo-natal technology.

As she lay there, sleepless and unsettled, Beth slowly, gradually, allowed herself to experience the beginnings of a real interest in Luke.

And, with a thrill of anticipation, she realized how glad she was that she'd be seeing Luke again soon—tomorrow, in fact, at Dick Peters' birthday and tree-trimming brunch. When at last Beth dropped off to sleep, she was trying to decide what she would wear to the brunch.
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TOAD

Sunday Afternoon

Toad hunched under the tarpaulin, wishing he'd thought to bring a thermos of hot coffee with him. The day was gray and overcast, with a hint of snow in the brisk and windy air, and he was beginning to stiffen up with the cold. He rubbed his gloved hands together, hoping the friction would create a little warmth.

It was so unbearably cold that he didn't know how long he'd be able to stay out here in the woods, spying on the party going on at the Peters' house. Several days ago, when he'd first heard about the event during one of his eavesdropping sessions in the utility closet, he'd felt compelled to come and see what he could of the party. 

He'd parked his van in a culvert on a deserted dead-end road that led off the gravel road leading to the Peters' lofty hilltop perched house. Then he'd made himself a watching place behind an overgrown clump of snow-covered cedar trees, which, although an adequate hideaway, offered little protection from the wind and cold. 

From his lookout, he had a clear view of the house on the hill above him. Glass windows made up three of its four sides; the fourth side was constructed of dark, weathered red brick, with a stone chimney going up its middle. The three glass sides also had a wraparound cedar deck which at the moment was decorated with hundreds of tiny white lights, twinkling and flashing brightly in the cold gray daylight.

Toad was here early and as far as he could tell, none of the guests had arrived as yet. He sat there shivering in his crouched position, wishing he were anyplace but where he was. At last, he heard the sound of a car coming up the winding driveway. The car glided past his hideout and came to a smooth stop on the large graveled parking area in front of the Peters' house. Two tallish men unwound themselves from the bucket seats of a black Porsche that carried a vanity license plate reading “Quent.” The men went to the front door and were quickly admitted by someone unseen by Toad.

Toad recognized the men getting out of the car as the two queer shrinks, as he called them, who worked in the Wills Clinic with the Rawlings and Peters broads. Toad felt a shivery wave of anger pass through him, a knee-jerk response to his unreasoning hatred of homosexuals. All his life, he had loathed what he considered the unnaturalness of their sexual predelictions. With clenched fists and teeth grinding together, Toad took a deep breath, then another, trying to get his rage down to manageable proportions.

Since childhood, Toad had suffered from attacks of uncontrollable anger. He'd seen his father exhibit violent fits of rage and had tried unsuccessfully to fight off his own demonstrations of temper. During his childhood, Toad's mother and his younger sister had been the frequent targets of his father's anger. Toad himself had escaped the worst of it because he had quickly learned to either fight back or run away. He'd made his final escape from home when he was 17 and joined the Army. While in the service, he'd found he had an aptitude for things mechanical and had started taking college correspondence courses. After his discharge, he'd enrolled in the engineering school at a small university in the south. Although his degree was in mechanical engineering, he'd gotten his first job at a East Coast aerospace firm and had quickly developed an expertise in the mechanical systems of aircraft.

He had met Hildy when he was still in the Army and stationed in Georgia. She'd worked as a waitress at a diner in the small town near the Army base and Toad had met her during his frequent excursions into town. 

Hildy had been a plain but fresh-looking, wide-eyed innocent, surprisingly appealing to the young soldier, who despite his physical unattractiveness, could be utterly charming when he so chose. She'd been swept off her feet by the attentions from Specialist 4th Class Karl Kramer, in his Army uniform and short, bristly Army haircut. Because she was so afraid of her father and his violent temper, Hildy kept her new boyfriend a secret, as she'd done with Darrell, the only other boy who, much to her surprise, had ever paid her any attention. Hildy was very plain and undistinguished and certainly not one to catch a boy's eye.

They'd married after knowing each other only a few months. One evening, Karl had convinced Hildy to cross the state line and marry him. Overjoyed, she'd agreed. She'd only gone back home to pick up a few items of clothing and a few mementoes.

They'd spent their wedding night in an inexpensive roadside motel but to Hildy it was the best place she'd ever been. She'd been shy and reticent with Karl and he'd assumed, falsely as it turned out, that she was a virgin and that he was her first. 

Hildy had found the sex act to be just barely bearable with Karl—he had no tenderness in him and was interested only in sating his own desires, after which he would fall into a deep, snore-filled sleep.

From the beginning, Hildy had known that her husband had a temper but at first she hadn't realized just how serious a problem it was. She found out after one month of marriage.

One day, not feeling well, Toad had come home early from the base. Hildy wasn't home from the diner yet, and he'd wandered around their cramped trailer home, haphazardly going through drawers and closets, off-handedly looking for anything Hildy might be hiding from him. Hidden in her lingerie drawer, under the serviceable flannel nightgowns she wore, he unexpectedly found a small scrapbook. Its cardboard cover was worn around the edges and small bits of the black paper had started to peel off. 

Toad had felt his heart begin to pound at the unexpected discovery of Hildy's scrapbook. From his previous forays through her belongings, he'd thought he knew every item she'd brought with her to the small mobile home.

Slowly he opened the cover. On the first page was a color photo of a young couple dressed in prom clothes: the boy in a white tuxedo jacket, the girl in a sky blue floor-length taffeta and tulle gown. The next page contained the program from the dance with a date of two years ago. Pressed between the succeeding two pages was a flattened corsage of white roses faded to a pale brown, and tied with a blue ribbon that looked as though it matched the blue of the girl's dress. When Toad touched the pressed corsage, petals of the roses crumbled beneath his fingers.

An all-pervading rage began to course through him as Toad quickly flipped through the remainder of the pages of the scrapbook. There were snapshots of the boy and girl—swimming, eating fried chicken at a picnic table in the woods, standing in front of a tall brick building that looked like a school. The last item in the scrapbook was a letter inside what seemed to be a much-handled envelope addressed to Hildy. With trembling fingers, Toad drew the letter out of the envelope. Before reading it, he stood up from where he'd been perched on the edge of their bed and put the scrapbook down on the bed's rose chenille bedspread.

He read the letter aloud to himself, in a low grating voice.

“Dear Hildy,

I'm sorry to have to write this in a letter but I didn't know how else to tell you.

Since I've been here at college, I've realized that we're just not right for each other. I know this might be a hard thing for you to accept but after a while, you'll realize it's for the best.

I'm enclosing a hundred dollars for you to use to get that operation. There's just no other way.  You and I aren't ready to be parents. Trust me, this is all for the best.

All my best wishes for you.

Darrell”

Toad crumpled the letter into a ball and threw it on the bed beside the scrapbook.

Who was this Darrell? Operation? That meant an abortion. Hildy had never told him any of this. She'd never mentioned a Darrell or an abortion. In fact, he'd thought that the fresh-faced Hildy had been a virgin, that he'd been her first.

Goddam her! What kind of lying tramp was she? Toad put his hands to his head, trying to control the pain he felt there. He'd show her. He'd fix her. She'd never keep anything from him again, not if she knew what was good for her.

He grabbed up the scrapbook and began ripping it and its contents to pieces. He soon had a pile of shredded paper and photos scattered on the bed and the floor.

He lay down on the bed, on top of the faded rose chenille bedspread, his head pounding and his stomach churning. Unseeingly, he stared up at the fake wood paneling of the trailer's bedroom ceiling. After awhile, he was vaguely aware of noises in the front part of the trailer. A few minutes later, Hildy came into the bedroom, humming softly under her breath. She stopped with a start and a gasp as she saw him lying stretched out on their bed, surprised to see him home from the base an hour earlier than usual.

“Karl! Is something wrong? Why are you home early?” Hildy asked, concern in her voice.

Karl didn't answer and continued staring at the ceiling. Hildy walked around the bed to where he lay and stopped when she saw the bits and pieces of paper and cardboard scattered over the floor and on part of the bed. She looked toward the chest of drawers and saw that her under things drawer was open and her nightgowns and other things were spilling over its sides. She looked down at Karl, with fear and foreboding in her eyes.

“Karl...” her voice trailed off, as if she couldn't think of any words to say.

“You slut!” Karl shouted, abruptly jumping up from his stretched-out position on the bed. “You miserable slut! You got yourself pregnant with some other man's brat—then you killed it. You bitching whore. I'm going to kill you!”

With those words, Karl swung his fists wildly at Hildy, catching her in the face and the side of her neck. She fell down on the floor, wedged between the bed and the built-in chest of drawers. Karl kicked at her prone body. She jerked back from his foot, trying to wriggle herself under the bed, but it wasn't high enough. Time after time, Karl kicked at her. Almost involuntarily, Hildy moaned and grunted but didn't scream or cry out. When Karl finally wound himself down, he slammed out the trailer's back door, on the side wall of the bedroom.

For a long while, Hildy lay there on the bedroom floor, motionless, as if waiting for Karl's return and the resumption of his abuse. 

He'd never before laid a hand on her. Several times, he'd lost his temper with her and yelled at her over minor things, like dinner being burned or his Army fatigues being too stiffly starched. But this was the first time he'd physically abused her. 

Night fell and still Hildy lay there, in the darkness. Finally, when she had to get up to go to the bathroom, she was forced to turn on the bathroom light. She tried but failed to avoid looking at her face in the medicine chest mirror. Her right cheek was puffed out and her right eye was closed to a slit and the skin around it had started to darken. Her torso ached from the blows of Karl's heavy leather combat boots. It hurt when she took a deep breath and she wondered if her ribs were cracked or broken. She slowly dragged herself back into the bedroom and carefully laid down on her side of the double bed, on top the bedspread, and soon fell into a troubled, restless sleep.

She awoke at dawn the next morning, alone in the bed. Karl hadn't come home. She ached all over and could barely drag herself out of bed. In the bathroom, she gagged when she saw her puffy, black-and-blue face. Tears streamed down her face as she went into the trailer's tiny kitchen. She boiled some water for instant coffee, then sat at the small kitchen table, sipping the bitter hot liquid. 

The sun streamed in through the window by the table and Hildy felt its warmth soothe her tattered spirit. She stared unseeingly out the window, oblivious to the run-down trailer park with its scraggly trees lining the dusty road.

When she and Karl had first found the trailer, she'd been so excited to finally have something she could call her own. She'd grown up the middle child in a family of three girls and two boys. They'd been dirt-poor sharecroppers, farming the red clay Georgia earth but with little to show for it. Hildy's father had been a drunken, abusive man, who regularly and routinely took out his frustrations on his wife and children. Hildy had done her best to stay out of his way and to always be on her best behavior. She'd been a great help to her mom, doing most of the housework and taking care of her two younger brothers. Later, when she was older and working at the diner, each week she gave her mother her meager paycheck.

Two days after that first episode of violence, Karl finally returned to the trailer. He said nothing about his abuse of her, nor did he tell her where he'd been. But from that day on, things changed between them. Karl treated Hildy with a cold disinterest. On the rare occasions that he slept with her, the act was completed in total silence, in total darkness. Although Hildy never used any form of birth control, much to her sorrow, she never conceived. Karl often taunted her about her barrenness, accusing her of destroying their chances for a family when she destroyed Darrell's fetus.

Over the years, as Karl had prospered, he had insisted that Hildy stay home and keep house, rather than working. She began to live in a horribly lonely, horribly constricted world. Because of Karl's continued and frequent beatings, she didn't want any friends. They had no relatives to speak of. Thus, Hildy lived in isolation and in fear. She hoped and prayed for the day that Karl would go too far in his violence and she would die. She even longed for the courage to end her own misery but lacked enough spirit to kill herself.

On two occasions prior to the final one that finally freed her from her abuser, Hildy had been injured by Karl severely enough to be taken to the emergency room. Both times she had told the E.R. doctor that she fallen down the basement steps. The harried, overworked, overwhelmed emergency room personnel had accepted her flimsy stories, not wanting to get involved in the time-consuming battered-wife intervention process.

After the final violence, Karl had gone underground, abandoning his job and their home. There was no way he was going to be subjected to punishment or imprisonment. After a few weeks of living on the streets, he'd gotten a no-questions asked job delivering questionable packages for a local delivery service. While there, he managed to get a false driver's license and social security card, in preparation for his next job.

After he'd discovered that Hildy was living at the Wills Center and was undergoing therapy at the Wills Clinic, he decided to get a job at Plaza Square so he could keep an eye on her. That had proved easy to do: custodians who were willing to work for minimum wage and who had no police record and were not drug addicts were few and far between. Toad kept a low profile, taking care to not let Hildy see him on her visits to the building. Based on some surreptitious spying and some judicious eavesdropping, Toad had deduced that Beth Rawlings and Marla Peters were responsible for Hildy's betrayal. He'd stewed for months, then had concluded that he would only have peace in his life if he destroyed those three women: Hildy, Beth, and Marla.

Once he'd decided on his goal, everything else had fallen into place. The logistics had been a snap: obviously, the one place where he could deal with all three of them at the same time was Plaza Square. 

Now, crouched here in the woods on this freezing December Sunday afternoon, Toad felt a rising excitement when he thought about this coming Saturday and how he would finally destroy his enemies. Kept warm by his seething thoughts, Toad watched as the rest of the guests beginning to arrive for the brunch.
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THE BRUNCH

Sunday Afternoon

As conversation swirled around her, Beth glanced over in Luke McKenna's direction and found him looking back at her. Simultaneously, they smiled at one another. Luke, who was standing across the room from her, talking with Dick Peters, excused himself from Dick and walked over to join Beth.

“Hi, there,” he greeted her. “Good to see you again. Where are the twins today?”

“They're down in the basement visiting with Dick's beagle puppy.” At Luke's quizzical look, Beth continued, “The beagle's been banished for the duration of the party. Molly is fairly hyper and Dick doesn't think she makes a very good guest,” Beth ended with a laugh.

Luke smiled and said, ‘But it sounds as though she's a star attraction to the twins. Do you think it would be okay if I went downstairs and said hello to the twins and asked them to introduce me to their friend?”

“Of course,” Beth said. “Come along—I'll show you the way.”

Beth gathered up her long skirt and led the way. The outfit she had at last settled upon was a floor-sweeping skirt of multi-colored tapestry-like material, topped off with a black velveteen turtleneck. She curled her long auburn hair, then swept it back and up into a French Empire hairstyle, crowned with a large black velevet ribbon whose streamers trailed down to her shoulders. 

Luke had once again worn jeans, this time accompanied by a pale blue, soft-looking sweater. He and Beth wound their way out of the large open-sided family room where most of the guests had gathered. In the kitchen, they found Marla, hands encased in potholder mitts, taking a panful of appetizers out of one of the two built-in wall ovens.

“Hey, there, you two. What are you up to?” Marla asked.

“We're on our way downstairs to see Molly and the twins,” Beth answered as she opened the door leading to the basement.

“Well, please ignore the mess, Luke,” Marla admonished, nodding her head in the direction of the basement door. “I didn't get that part of the house cleaned for the party.”

“Mess?” Beth chuckled as she started down the steps and threw back, “That'll be the day, lady. Your basement is cleaner than most people's homes. Follow me, Luke, and I'll show you what Marla means by ‘mess.’”

With a satisfied smile on her lips, Marla watched Luke trail after Beth down the basement stairs. Her colleague had called her first thing this morning, ostensibly to offer help for the brunch. But  after making her offer, Beth had eased her way into what Marla deduced was her real reason for calling.

“I understand that Luke McKenna was invited to the brunch,” Beth said, a tentativeness in her voice.

Marla, at the other end of the phone, had grinned, thinking to herself a resounding, “Yes!”

But she'd answered quietly, “That's right—he's an old buddy of Dick's from when Dick worked for the Times.”

“You know he came for that interview with the twins yesterday afternoon?” Beth asked. At Marla's murmur of assent, Beth continued. “For some reason and I know this is silly of me, I can't seem to get him out of my mind and, well, I guess I wanted to ask you about him.” 

Marla could hear a shade of embarrassment in Beth's admission but ignored it, knowing that now was not an appropriate time to tease her good friend.

“Let's see...what do I know about Luke?” The phone line went silent while Marla pulled together her various bits of information about Luke.

“He's in his thirties, he's never been married, although he has had several serious relationships. His most recent liaison ended several months ago. He'd been living with a fellow reporter, Olivia, something or other, Zachary, I think. Evidently, she got a super job offer on a West Coast newspaper and being fairly ambitious, took the job. I think one of the main reasons the relationship ended was that Olivia was more ambitious and upwardly mobile than Luke. Also, I think Luke was in the mood to get married, you know, settle down and raise a family. And all that wasn't on Olivia's agenda.”

Marla paused for a moment, thinking, while Beth digested that information, then went on. “Luke has a younger sister named Katherine who lives somewhere on the West Coast, I think. His parents died a while back so he's pretty much alone here in Rivermont, at least family-wise. And, as you already know, he's one of the leading reporters and columnists on the Times and he's making a name for himself as one of the real stars of the paper.”

Well, well, well, what have we here, Marla thought now, as she stood in her kitchen staring after Beth and Luke. She hadn't had a chance to mention Beth's early morning phone inquisition about Luke to Dick and she was anxious to pass along this fascinating development in the lives of their two friends.

She arranged an assortment of just-out-of-the-oven appetizers on a hexagonal-shaped silver tray and took them into the family room, looking around for Dick as she moved smilingly through the groups of guests clustered in knots here and there throughout the large room.

Spotting her husband standing next to the fireplace talking with Beth's mother, Rhea, and another of their old friends, George Huston, Marla joined them.

“Have some calzone, hot out of the oven,” Marla offered. Rhea and George each lifted up one of the pastry-like appetizers, letting them cool a little before biting into the rich sausage and cheese stuffed tidbits.

“This is delicious,” George mumbled with his mouth full. “Did you make them?”

“Fat chance!” Dick chortled. “You should know by now that cooking is not one of Marla's many talents.” When Marla jabbed him in the ribs with her free elbow, Dick grunted an “Oooff,” and put his arm around his wife.

“They're from Pietro's,” Marla said, referring to the well-known upscale Italian restaurant that occupied a prominent corner of the Plaza Square lobby. “In fact, all the food came from there. Why should I knock myself out slaving over stuff that'll taste like straw when I can bring home the best in the west from Michael Pietro.”

Rhea polished off her calzone and reached for another one. “These are really good. I guess I'll finally have to let Beth take me to lunch or dinner there—she's been offering to ever since they opened up last year.”

George took a deep breath, then said, “Why don't I take you? I've been meaning to try it, too. And I'd particularly delighted to have a lovely companion like you on my elbow when I do.”

Rhea blushed a faint but obvious pink as she replied, “Why, thank you, Mr. Huston, that's very kind of you but—”

George interrupted her before she could complete what was her apparent refusal of his invitation. “I won't take no for an answer, Mrs. Devlin. And please, call me George. We have so many friends in common that I feel as though we already know each other.”

Dick interjected, with a wide grin on his face, “Please, Rhea dear, take pity on poor old George and go to dinner with him. Marla and I would be eternally grateful.”

As George did a mock punch to Dick's arm, Rhea laughed and said, “Well, I guess that means my answer must be yes, Mr...I mean George.”

“Good, then that's settled,” Dick said. “Now, wife dear, let's leave these two to get better acquainted and you come along and tell me exactly why you're grinning like the proverbial cat who just swallowed the canary.”

Marla set the tray of calzone down on a table and walked off toward the kitchen, arm and arm with her husband.

Later, after Marla had delightedly told Dick about Beth's apparent interest in Luke, the two of them went out on the deck for a moment to get away from the crush of people and the smoke-filled room, to get a breath of fresh air. Quenton Daniels and Stephen Patterson were also out on the deck, looking out into the snow-shrouded woods surrounding the Peters' home.

“Hi there, guys,” Marla greeted Quent and Steve. Shivering in the brisk air, Marla said, “We're all going to freeze out here!”

“We were just about to go in when I saw something over there in the bushes—it looked like a person crouching behind that clump of evergreens...” Quent's voice trailed away as he pointed off into the woods.

The other three looked in the direction he was pointing. Marla squinted up her eyes, but then shook her head, saying, “Sorry, but without my glasses I can't see anything further than about five feet away.”

Dick chuckled and said, “At last! You're admitting in public that basically you're blind as a bat without your glasses. Why you don't wear them all the time, I'll never know.”

Steve said, ‘Vanity, vanity, thy name is woman, or something like that.”

Marla hooted as she said, “Me? Vain? I'm about as far from vain as you can get. I think it's mostly laziness. Half the time I don't even know where my glasses are. The only pair that I'm ever sure of is the one I keep in the car—because I have to wear glasses to drive, I have one pair that I keep in the car at all times.”

After a moment, the three of them gave up trying to see if there was anyone out in the woods and went back into the house.

Dick walked over toward the Christmas tree occupying the center of the room. The tree was unadorned except for the multiple strands of tiny white lights he'd put on it earlier in the day. Stacked around the tree were box after box of ornaments, accumulated by both Dick and Marla over the years. Dick stood by the tree and gently clapped his hands together to get their guests' attention.

“I want to thank all of you for coming to help me celebrate my mumble-mumble birthday and, more importantly, to help us decorate our Christmas tree.  And now it's time for all of my dear guests to start earning your food and drink,” he concluded with a warm smile that said he was just kidding.

Dick picked up the closest box and lifted out an ornament. “I'll get us started,” he said as he hung a small red quilted reindeer in the middle of the bushy Scotch Pine.

Josh and Jen, who had just come up from visiting Molly in the basement, each picked up a box of ornaments and very carefully began to help decorate the tree. Gradually, the other guests also came over to hang ornaments, until the tree was cloaked in brightly colored decorations.

When the tree was decorated, the guests began to leave the party. Along with Rhea and Beth and the twins, Quent and Steve were among the last to go, reluctant to leave the friendly warmth of the Peters' home. But after prolonged farewells, the two men finally left. As they got into Quent's Porsche, Steve suggested they check out the suspicious area down at the edge of the woods.

“I'm sure I saw someone skulking around down there before,” Stephen insisted.

“And I'm just as sure you have an overactive, overdeveloped imagination,” Quent shot back good-naturedly at his companion. “You should be a mystery writer instead of a shrink.” But he acceded to Steve's request that they investigate the clump of evergreens at the bottom of the hill.

They made their way through the snow, careful to avoid the hazards of the deep drifts. At the evergreens, they found a spot where the snow was disturbed with footprints surrounding a matted down area, as though some kind of cover had been placed on top of the snow. A flash of color attracted Quent's attention. Caught in one of the branches was a candy bar wrapper.

“Well, old buddy, it looks like you were right on the money,” Quent conceded. “Someone was here and it looks like they were spying on the Peters'.” Quent looked up the hill towards the house, then carefully removed the candy wrapper from the tree and  put it in his parka pocket.

Off in the distance, they heard the rumble and growl of a vehicle starting up, then dying, then starting again. The two men exchanged a quick glance, then as if of one mind, took off at a run up the hill toward Quent's car parked at the side of the road. Quent got there first and had the engine running by the time Steve climbed into the passenger seat.

Quent raced the car down the gravel road, taking the turns at an alarming speed. Finally, up ahead, they spied a dilapidated-looking van pull out onto the road several hundred yards in front of them. Quent speeded up, trying to overtake the other vehicle. The van's driver had evidently spotted his pursuers, for he also increased his speed, to the point that he rocketed dangerously down the hilly gravel road, swaying from side to side. 

“Be careful, Quent,” Steve warned. “That guy doesn't seem to want us to catch up with him and that could be dangerous.”

At one point in the chase, the Porsche pulled up just close enough behind the van so that Quent, to his great surprise, could make out a tattered Plaza Square parking decal on the left-hand corner of the rear bumper.

“Look at that! The guy has a Plaza Square parking sticker on his bumper—just what's going on here?” Quent sputtered as he accelerated the car.

At the foot of the hill, the gravel road dead-ended into a secondary highway, with a traffic signal at the intersection. The light was red but the van ignored it, careening onto the highway without slowing down or hesitating.

Quent stopped briefly at the redlight as he checked oncoming traffic in both directions. Then, he too, went through the light, onto the highway. He floored the accelerator, trying to catch up to the van. But the other vehicle had disappeared. 

“What the hell?” Quent exclaimed. “Where did that SOB go?”

“I don't know,” Steve answered in a puzzled tone. “One minute he's here and the next he's vanished.”
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TOAD

Sunday Afternoon

Instead of staying on the highway, Toad had made a quick right turn off the highway onto an overgrown, almost hidden gravel road. At one side of the road, he'd pulled into the evergreen bushes as far as he could. He wanted to get the van out of sight in case his pursuers had seen him turn off the highway. He sat there for a few moments, shaking at the close call he'd just had. If those two fairies in their artsy-fartsy sports car had caught up with him, his whole plan could've gone up in smoke. 

He'd certainly have to be more careful for the next week—no more spur-of-the-moment forays just out of idle curiosity. And no more yielding to the temptation for deviling people as he done several days ago with the Rawlings twins and their grandmother.

What to do now ... Toad debated ... Was he really in danger of detection from the two shrinks or was he just being paranoid.

At last, he decided to do a little more investigating before proceeding. He turned on the police scanner he had installed in the cab of the van, on the off-chance that the two men had reported his trespassing on the Peters' property to the police. As he listened to the dispatcher with one part of his mind, another part pondered his next steps. After half an hour of listening to the scanner and not hearing any mention of an intruder in the vicinity of the Peters' home, he figured that he was home safe, at least for the time being. He then backed the van out of the bushes onto the gravel road, turned around, and got back on the secondary highway.

He knew where both Quention Daniels and Stephen Patterson lived, the information gleaned from his purloined copy of the directory of Plaza Square office tenants. He decided to first swing by Patterson's nearby cottage to check if the two men had gone there. If they weren't there, he'd drive back downtown to Quenton's rehabbed loft apartment, located just a few blocks from Plaza Square. No matter where the men were, he'd sneak up on them and see if he could find out what they knew and what, if anything, they planned to do.
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QUENTON AND STEPHEN

Sunday Evening

“How about Chinese for dinner?” Quenton suggested as he pulled the Porsche into the multi-level parking garage near his loft apartment.

“How can you possibly be hungry?” Stephen asked with a note of incredulity in his voice. “Didn't I definitely see you chowing down at Marla and Dick's?”

“That was just finger food, not dinner,” Quenton explained. “Besides, I was so busy talking to Ian Vickery about the Foundation's long-range plan for the Clinic that I really didn't have much to eat at all.”

Stephen sighed and patted his slightly rotund stomach. “Too bad I can't say the same,” he said. “Well, I'm not hungry but I'll go sit with you while you eat, if you'd like.”

“Nah, we don't have to go out. I can pick up something from Win Shu's, at the corner.” Quenton turned off the ignition and got out of the car, with Stephen following suit. Before locking the sports car, he turned on the alarm. The Porsche had already been stolen once and Quenton wasn't taking any chances with it.

Stephen walked along with Quenton to the Chinese take-out place, glad to stretch his legs after standing in one spot for so long at the party and the cramped ride back into the city.

After much persuasion, Quenton finally convinced him to share some cashew chicken and crab rangoon, against Stephen's better judgement.

“You just don't want to pig out alone,” Stephen accused his dear friend.

As they left Win Shu's, Quenton just laughed and shifted the white paper bags to his other arm, inhaling deeply of their spicy nose-twitching fragrance as he juggled the bags.

On the ground floor of the former factory building, now converted into several floors of contemporary loft apartments, Quenton and Stephen waited in front of the remodeled freight elevator serving the building's tenants. They could hear it creaking and rumbling as it lumbered its slow and tortuous way down from the fifth floor to the lobby area where they waited.

“One of these days, that old elevator is not going to make it,” Stephen commented.

“Nah, not to worry—it only sounds inoperational—it's really quite sturdy and dependable,” Quenton said.

Up in Quenton's apartment, the two men went about setting up TV tables in front of Quenton's built-in large-screen television. It was almost time for 60 Minutes, a favorite show of both men and one they tried not to miss.

They sat eating in silence, eyes on the TV screen. When Quenton had finished, he got up during a commercial to remove the leftovers. Suddenly, he stopped his actions and adopted a listening stance.

“What is it?” Stephen asked.

“Shhh,” Quenton hissed, still listening carefully. After a few more moments, he went back to his tidying up duties, saying, “I thought I heard a strange noise in the kitchen but I guess not.”

He took their plates and the empty paper bags and headed into the kitchen. Stephen shoved his table away from him, waiting for Quenton to return. 60 Minutes resumed and Stephen called out, “Hey, Quent, the program's back on.”

A few minutes later, noticing that his friend still wasn't back, Stephen once again called out to him. “Yo, buddy, you're missing Leslie Stahl.” Torn between curiosity at his friend's whereabouts and anting to watch the TV program, Stephen waited till the next commercial, then went in search of Quenton. 

To his surprise, the kitchen was in complete darkness. Stephen fumbled around trying to locate the light switch on the wall. But before he found it, he heard a shuffling noise behind him—the last noise he ever heard.
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TOAD

Sunday Night

Later that night, past midnight, in his van which he'd pulled into the hidden alcove in the basement of the Plaza Square parking garage, Toad fell asleep immediately. Despite the hardness of the Army cot and despite the chilly temperature of the van's interior, he was out like a light the minute his head hit the pillow. But before climbing onto the cot, he placed his blood-stained clothes to soak in a tub-full of cold water in the van's tiny kitchen area.

In his dreams that night, Toad relived over and over the murderous violence he had so recently inflicted on the two Wills Clinic counselors.

He'd easily opened the back door to Daniels' apartment, using a set of master skeleton keys he'd accumulated over the years. Hiding behind the swinging door leading out of the kitchen, he'd been just in time to overhear one of the guys saying he thought they ought to first call Dick and Marla and tell them what they'd discovered about the trespasser and then, if the Peters agreed, report it to the sheriff's office. The other guy had agreed but had wanted to wait until they'd finished watching their television program, a request which the first guy had acceded to.

Toad had known then that he had to take care of the two men—the only question was how. On the wall of the kitchen, a wooden rack hung with gleaming, seemingly sharp chef's knives caught his eye, expecially a wicked looking meat cleaver. He had taken down the cleaver and carefully ran the tip of his forefinger over its razor-sharp edge.

“Yes...,” he'd whispered in a hiss, under his breath. This would do perfectly. 

On the other side of the door, he heard footsteps, echoing on the apartment's hardwood floors, coming toward the kitchen. Poised behind the swinging door, cleaver held with both hands above his head, he waited for the door to open.

33

MARLA

Monday Morning

Marla got to the Clinic early on Monday morning, despite the previous day's festivities. After the last of their guests had left, she and Dick had spent a leisurely evening, doing some desultory cleaning and picking-up. But they decided to leave most of the mess for the cleaning service that was scheduled to come first thing the next morning.

She stooped down and picked up the morning paper which was still lying on the hall floor, outside the clinic door, a sign that she was first in this morning. Hmmm, Marla thought, this is strange. Quenton was usually the first to arrive at the Clinic every morning, since he lived just a couple of blocks from Plaza Square.

Marla's first patient was scheduled for 9 a.m. and she was booked solid for the rest of the morning. It was noon before she could come up for air. She  went into the staff room to see if there were any frozen microwavable entrees in the refrigerator. Because she had a busy afternoon ahead of her, she didn't want to take any time for lunch out.

Beth was sitting at one of several tables in the lounge, reading the morning paper and eating a container of yogurt.

“Hi there,” Marla called as she entered the room and headed toward the refrigerator.

“Hi, yourself,” Beth answered. “Hey, have you heard anything from Quent or Steve? Neither of them has shown up yet and there's no answer at either of their homes. They both had appointments scheduled this morning but I had to send the patients away...” Beth let her voice trail off.

“No, I haven't heard a word from them. That's really not like them—missing appointments.” Marla stood by the open refrigerator, frowning in puzzlement.

“What do you think we should do?” Beth said.

“Hmmmm, I'm not sure what to do but I think we ought to check it out,” Marla said firmly. “I think I'll walk over to Quent's apartment and see what I can find out. Want to come along?”

“Sure, I don't have another appointment till three. Let's get our coats, then go tell the temp receptionist where we're going,” Beth said.

The weather outside was cold but sunny. As they walked briskly along the downtown sidewalk, Marla took a deep breath of the frosty air and smiled broadly. “Fresh air and exercise—we should do this every day at lunchtime.”

“Right—a good idea, except, for a general lack of time on both our parts.”

For a few minutes, the two women walked along in silence, gazing interestedly at the department store windows glitzily decorated for the holidays.

“Rhea is bringing Josh and Jen downtown next Saturday afternoon for lunch at the Carousel and then a tour of the Christmas windows. Would you like to join us?” Beth invited.

“Love to!” Marla answered. “Maybe Dick would want...Nah, he can't—he'll still be out of town next Saturday. He's going to Washington, D.C. on Foundation business and he won't get back till Sunday.”

“Well, we'll plan on you joining us Saturday. In fact, we'll make sure to entertain you while Dick is off in the big city,” Beth offered.

“Good! I'll take you up on that. Being alone there in the house in the woods is something I avoid whenever possible. I'm just not the solitary type, I guess,”  Marla said.

Beth laughed as she responded, “It'll be a long while before I'll have the chance to find out whether or not I'm the solitary type. With the twins and Rhea and the cats, I'm never alone.”

“You've given me the perfect opening to ask about Luke McKenna. I understand you and Rhea had him over for supper last night after the party. What's going on here?”

Bright spots of color appeared in Beth's cheeks, having nothing to do with the cold wind blowing in their faces.

“Cool it, partner. You'll be the first to know—as soon as there's anything to know.” 

They walked on in silence for another block, then Beth burst out, “Marla, I really like Luke a lot—and that scares me! I haven't had much experience with relationships and I failed miserably at my main one.”

Marla reached out and laid a gloved hand on Beth's arm. “Let's stop here in the doorway for a minute,” she said.

The two women huddled into the doorway of a vacant store, out of the brisk wind.

“Now, first and foremost,” Marla began, in a firm voice, “you didn't fail in your marriage—Sam Rawlings failed. He was the one with the problems, not you. Your only problem was giving him the benefit of the doubt and staying with him longer than you should. Thank God, you got away from him before he really hurt you. And thank God he never knew about the twins. But that's all over and done with. What we have to deal with—in the here and now—is your unfounded fear that you'll fail in any relationship you have.”

Beth slowly nodded her head as Marla continued. “Luke McKenna is a great guy—and you're a great gal—and if it's meant for you two to be together, you will be. Now, just relax and let it happen—go with the flow.”

“Yes, Mother, dear,” Beth murmured. “Rhea says the same thing.”

“Well, then just listen to us!” Marla gave Beth a squeeze, then said, “Okay, kid, let's go see what up with Quent and Steve.”
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TOAD

Monday Afternoon

Just inside the Plaza Square lobby, in an alcove out of view, Toad stood watching the two women walking up Broadway, then turning right on Locust. They had their heads down, leaning into the wind as it gusted past them. Wrapped around their heads, each wore long wool scarves whose trailing ends were flipped about by the wind.

As they'd walked past Toad on their way out of the building, he'd caught a few words of their intense conversation: “Marla, I hope everything is all right with Quent and Steve—this just isn't like them and I'm really getting worried.”

When the women had disppeared from his view, Toad walked out of the building, then jaywalked across the slushy street. He sidled up to an outdoor pay phone at the corner of Broadway and Locust. Picking up the receiver, he very deliberately punched in three digits—911. As the operator's voice came on the line, he growled out, “Check out 1220 Locust—Apartment 3—you'll find some dead fairies there.” He hung up the phone with a clatter, then did a symbolic dusting off of his hands.
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MARLA AND BETH

Monday Afternoon

Up ahead of Marla and Beth, a police car with lights flashing streaked through the intersection. At the end of the next block, it pulled over to the side of the curb and came to a screeching halt.

Two uniformed officers got out and ran into the last building on the block on the opposite side of the street from Marla and Beth.

Beth stopped walking and reached out her hand towards Marla to stop her also, saying, “Marla, where the police went in, isn't that Quent's building?”

The two gave each other worried looks, then without another word, quickly walked the remaining block to their destination. Just as they arrived, another police car with flashing lights drew up to the curb. Its two officers got out and brushed past Marla and Beth as they entered the building. Through the building's double glass doors, they saw one of the officers get into the freight-type elevator, while the other stationed himself in the high-ceilinged lobby just to one side of the elevator. 

The two women paused for a moment before mustering enough courage to open the door to Quent's building and go in.

As they entered the cavernous, roughhewn lobby, they heard a blast of sirens outside. They turned around to look out the front door and saw an emergency life support vehicle, double-parked next to the two patrol cars. Two white-clad equipment-laden paramedics rushed into the building and were hurried aboard the waiting elevator by the policeman standing beside it.

Marla and Beth stood watching as the creaking elevator rumbled its way upward. When the floor indicator stopped at ‘2’ they gave each other a brief smile in relief. But their relief was short-lived for after a brief pause, the elevator continued its upward journey and came to rest on the third floor.

Taking a deep fortifying breath of air, Marla walked up to the young uniformed officer standing at attention beside the the now vacant elevator grating.

“Sir,” she began, “My friend and I are on our way to check on one of our colleagues—Quenton Daniels in apartment 3. I wonder if you can tell me what's going on here.”

The young man looked down at the two women, a trace of nervousness quivering on his lips. 

“I'm sorry, ma'm, but I can't give you any information. We have a possible crime under investigation.”

“Can't you at least tell me if my friend is all right?” Marla insisted.

“I'm sorry, ma'm, but as I said before, I can't give out any information.”

The two women walked away, out of earshot of the officer. “Well, what do we do now?” Beth demanded irritably. “How are we going to find out anything?”

Marla stood thinking for a moment, softly tapping her left toe on the lobby's highly-polished hardwood floor as she did so. 

Then with a firm nod of her head, she said “George Huston!”

Beth, puzzled,  asked, “What about George Huston?”

“I'll call him and see if he can find out what's happening here.” Marla opened her shoulder bag and rummaged around for the small red leather address book she always kept with her. When she found it, she flipped through its pages until she found Huston's name and phone number. Then, discovering she had only a few pennies and nickels in change, Marla said, “Do you have a quarter?” Beth dug in her own shoulder purse for money and came up with a handful of coins, plus a molded plastic Ninja Turtle figurine. She handed a quarter to Marla as Marla asked with a smirk on her face, “Is that  Raphael or Donatello?”

Beth returned the smirk and didn't dignify Marla's snide question with an answer. 

Marla headed toward the payphone across the lobby from the elevator, address book in one hand and quarter in the other. A grim-faced Beth trailed behind her.

“I'm going to call George's pager number and leave the pay phone number as the call-back number—I think that's probably the quickest and surest way to get him touchd with him.”

After Marla made the call, the two women stood waiting for the payphone to ring, which it did after what seemed a long time but which had in reality been only five minutes.

“George, this is Marla Peters. I need your help, if possible.” She went on to explain the situation to the security man, then listened in silence to his comments. She ended the phone call with, “Yes...we'll stay right here. And, George, thanks, I really appreciate this.”

“He's going to call the police precinct for this area and see what he can find out. He'll call us back as soon as possible with whatever information he can get,” Marla told Beth.

Beth nodded but said nothing. They both stood silently, waiting for the phone to ring or for something to happen in the lobby.

Finally, in an attempt to pass the time, Beth asked idly, “By the way, Marla, what can you tell me about George? It turns out that Dick sort of maneuvered Rhea into accepting a dinner invitation to Pietro's from George yesterday at the brunch.”

“So I heard,” Marla answered, smiling. “And I must say I think it's a wonderful idea because George is a great guy. He does all the security work for the Foundation and for Plaza Square—his company does, that is. Once upon a time, George was a highly respected, very much decorated Rivermont police detective. He was somehow injured in the line of duty and forced to take a disability retirement. That's when he started his own security firm, which Dick says is being very successful.” Marla hesitated for a moment to glare at the silent phone, as if she could will it to ring.

“As far as George's personal life, all I know is that he's a widower but I don't know any details.”

Just then the phone finally did ring and Marla quickly reached out and picked up the receiver.

“Yes?” she said, a concerned impatience evident in her tone. “George, at last! What did you find out?”

Marla listened intently, a deepening frown wrinkling her forehead as she concentrated on what she was hearing on the phone. Then Beth heard her cry out, “Oh no, oh that can't be true...” As Marla moaned the words, she turned and leaned her back against the wall next to the phone, her head bowed. 

Beth reached out and touched her friend's arm. As Marla raised her face, Beth saw the tears beginning to trickle down her cheeks.
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LUKE

Monday Afternoon

Absentmindedly,  Luke answered his jangling office phone, but his attention was concentrated on the computer screen flashing in front of his eyes,.

“McKenna,” he mumbled into the receiver. He listened, first with one eye still on his terminal, then with his full attention.

“Thanks for the info—I'll see you over there in a few minutes.”

Luke quickly saved the article he'd been working on, then, with his sheepskin-lined jacket draped over his shoulder, left the miniscule cubicle which the newspaper considered a private office. He stopped just outside the newsroom door to talk to Rachel, the receptionist stationed there. 

Rachel's main duty was to keep track of the Rivermont Times reporters and editors, at least as best she could. Unfortunately, most of them habitually breezed past her without a backward glance or, even worse, they used the freight elevator at the rear of the building for their escape. Luke was a welcome exception. He always took the trouble to let her know where he was going, how he could be reached, and when he thought he'd be back in the office. In return for his playing by the rules, Rachel went out of her way to look out for Luke, covering for him whenever he needed a special favor and keeping him up-to-date on the latest office scuttlebutt.

After telling Rachel where he was going and when he thought he'd be back, Luke got on the ancient elevator that had faithfully served the workers of the newspaper for over fifty years. Luke was surprised to find Ian Vickery, the financial vice president of the Wills Foundation, already in the elevator.

“Ian, what are you doing here?” Luke asked as he stretched out his hand in greeting.

“I've just been visiting up on Mahogany Row,” Ian answered, referring to the newspaper's suite of mahogany-paneled executive offices on the top floor of the building.

“Oh?” Luke responded, his reporter's antenna at attention.

“Not for publication, now?” Ian said.

“Sure,” Luke agreed.

“The Foundation is trying to woo the newspaper into moving its operations over to Plaza Square,” Ian said in a low voice, “and it looks as though your high muckety-mucks have some interest in the proposition.”

“No kidding! That's really a surprise—I thought we'd be in this old mausoleum for eternity,” Luke said.

“That's been the conventional wisdom. But it turns out that when the city starts construction on the new convention center and football stadium, your building is slated for demolition. Now, that's a deep dark secret and not for dissemination. But somehow Dick found out about it and he started courting your publisher as a prospective tenant for Plaza Square.” Ian stopped talking as they reached the lobby floor and the elevator door creaked open.

Outside the building, Ian said, “Which way are you going?” When Luke answered with a gesture of up the street, Ian said, “Well, too bad, I'm going the opposite way. Now, remember, not a word to anyone about what I told you.”

As he gave Ian a mock salute and set off up the street, Luke felt surprisingly pleased at the thought that the Times might move to the same building where Beth Rawlings worked. Amused at himself, he headed towards Broadway and Locust and the scene of the crime.
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MARLA AND BETH

Monday Afternoon

Marla and Beth stood huddled together in a corner of the lobby, both with tear-streaked cheeks and runny mascara. After the phone call from George, it had taken Marla a few moments before she could tell Beth what he'd told her.

“It's Quent...” she choked over the words, then continued ina wavery voice. “It's Quent and Steve both. Oh, Beth, they're dead—they're both dead.” She'd closed her eyes and then told Beth what little George had been able to tell her.

“So far, the police have no idea what happened. Both men are dead and have been for several hours. George wouldn't tell me exactly how they died—from the way he hedged, I think it must be pretty awful. George is on his way over here, and he asked that we wait for him. I think the police need to talk with us—especially about who is their next of kin.”

Beth stood silent, slowly shaking her head back and forth, trying to accept what Marla was saying. It wasn't the kind of thing that was easy to assimilate. 

Marla led Beth off to one corner of the lobby where there was a fake marble bench up against the wall. They sat down on the bench, backs rigid, feet planted firmly on the floor, and eyes focused on the building entrance.

A familiar-looking man walked in and Marla and Beth, expecting George Huston, were surprised to see Luke McKenna. They stood up to greet him and Marla called out, “Luke, over here!” As Luke headed in their direction, she said to him, “What are you doing here? I'm sorry—that's a silly question. This is your job.”

Luke walked over and stood between Marla and Beth. “The question I have is what are you two doing here?”

Marla quickly explained to him how their worry about Quent's and Steve's inexplicable absence from the Clinic that morning had brought them over here and had culminated in George's unbelievable news of their deaths. “George is on his way and asked us to wait for him,” Marla concluded.

“Jim Thomas, the reporter who covers this precinct, called to let me know what happened,” Luke volunteered. “He's on his way also—it's really his story not mine, but he knew about my various ties with the Clinic and the Foundation and he thought I'd want to know what's going on.”

Just then, the double glass doors opened once again, and George Huston walked in, followed by several other men deep in conversation. George came over to where Luke stood with the two women. The men walking behind him went to the elevator and were ushered in by the uniformed policeman guarding it.

“George, sorry to see you under such circumstances,” Luke said. “What can you tell me?”

“Not much more than you probably already know, Lukie, old boy,” George answered. “Those men behind me were on their way up to Daniels' apartment—two of them were homicide detectives and the other man, the white-haired one, was the Rivermont Medical Examiner. As soon as the ME has done his thing, the detectives want to talk with Marla and Beth and they asked me to stay here with them until the ambulance guys bring...” George stopped abruptly, then continued with, “until they can go into the apartment.”
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LUKE

Monday Afternoon

Later that afternoon, back in his Times cubicle, Luke sat in front of the computer terminal, trying to decide how to write his column for tomorrow. Although he hadn't known the two dead men well, the vicious violence of their deaths had struck home with him. 

The actual news articke for tomorrow's edition was being written by Jim Thomas, the Times police beat reporter who had done the news-gathering and interviewing. Luke had tagged along with him in order to gather material for his column, which he'd decided to focus on the gratuitous violence that had taken the two men's lives.

Earlier, in Daniels' loft apartment, crowded with uniformed and plainclothes policemen, the two reporters had met first with the homicide detectives and had then talked with the Medical Examiner. The homicide detectives had speculated that the two men had known their attacker because there was no sign of forced entry. Both the front and back doors to the loft apartment were unlocked, an unusual and careless negligence for this high-crime district. The Medical Examiner had estimated that the crime occured between 10 and 14 hours prior to the discovery of the bodies.

Now, at the computer, Luke slowly tapped out the words for his column, so slowly and thoughtfully as to be almost letter by letter.

Death Loft

Sunday night, two of Rivermont's most respected citizens met a needlessly vicious and violent death, at the hands of party or parties unknown, as the police report now reads.

Quenton Daniels and Stephen Patterson were counselors at the Wills Clinic. They, who had devoted their lives to helping others, were, in the final analysis, unable to help themselves. 

The question most readers will ask is, ‘How did they die?’

The two men were hacked to death with a meat cleaver. 

I'm sorry that I had to write those words but there's no way to pretty up or make palatable this uselessly violent death of two valuable members of our community. 

The question we need to ask is, ‘Why did they die?’

If anyone out there is interested, this brings the year's homicide count to 290.  For the past year, on its front page, the Times has been keeping a running total on homicides, and we've been heavily criticized for doing so. But I think you've missed the point of what we're doing. This is not a gratuitous, uncalled for body count—we want to wake up the citizens of Rivermont to the violence we live with on a daily basis. We want you to say, This is not acceptable. We want you to help us and your police force do something about this violence.

Each and everyone of us must take a stand. We must say, This killing will stop and I will do whatever I can to stop it. Each of us must become, in the best sense of the word, a vigilante. We must adopt a vigilant, proactive stance toward crime. We need to watch out for ourselves and our family and our fellow citizens. We need to keep our eyes and ears open, to report incidents to the police, to stand up for our rights, to not be afraid to insist on tighter gun control, a better-funded police force, all the obvious solutions to homicide. 

Join with us now in a citizens' fight on crime.

More later...

Luke sent the column to his editor over the E-mail system, then decided to call it a day. Before packing up his briefcase, he put in a call to his sister Kate. 

“City Hall Information Office,” came Kate's cheery voice over the phone wire.

“Hi, sis. I'm on my way out of the office and I wanted to find out if I should pick up something for diiner.”

“Sure, that would be great. What about Chinese?” Kate suggested.

Remembering the white paper bags of leftover Chinese take-out strewn around Quenton Daniels' bloodspattered kitchen, Luke said, “No, I don't think so. I'll pick up some fried chicken, if that's okay.”

“Whatever,” Kate said, somewhat puzzled at Luke's somber tone. “Hey, is everything okay? You don't sound so good.”

“No, everything is definitely not okay. Listen, I don't want to talk about it on the phone—I'll fill you in when you get home.”
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