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THE SECOND TIME AROUND

“Clark keeps the chase lively throughout.”

—People

“[Clark] knows how to spin an intriguing tale . . . she’s created a convincing heroine in Carley.”

—Booklist

“There’s something special about Clark’s thrillers. . . . Grace, charm, and solid storytelling.”

—Publishers Weekly

DADDY’S LITTLE GIRL

“Clark’s best journalism novel.”

—Atlanta Constitution

“Her best in years . . . a tightly woven, emotionally potent tale of suspense and revenge. . . . With its textured plot, well-sketched secondary characters, strong pacing, and appealing heroine, this is Clark at her most winning.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Few stories of obsession will grab readers quite like this one.”

—Ottowa Citizen

“A fast and fascinating read.”

—Knoxville News-Sentinel (TN)

“The plot is classic Clark, except the author tells her story from a first-person perspective. She pulls it off well.”

—Star Ledger (NJ)

ON THE STREET WHERE YOU LIVE

“Is a reincarnated serial killer at work in a New Jersey resort town more than a century after he first drew blood? That’s the catchy premise that supports Clark’s 24th book. . . . [A] plot-driven novel.”

—Publishers Weekly

“A suspenseful page-turner that will delight her many fans.”

—Booklist

“The cleverly complex plot gallops along at a great clip, the little background details are au courant, and the identities of both murderers come as an enjoyable surprise. On the Street Where You Live just may be Clark’s best in years.”

—Amazon.com

BEFORE I SAY GOOD-BYE

“Mary Higgins Clark knows what she’s doing. . . . This savvy author always comes up with something unexpected. . . . A hold-your-breath ending.”

—The New York Times Book Review

“Romantic suspense has no more reliable champion than Mary Higgins Clark. Her characters are . . . breezy and fun, and so is this confection of a book.”

—Publishers Weekly

“For someone who loves plot, Mary Higgins Clark’s Before I Say Good-Bye should be like manna from heaven. . . . [The] ‘Queen of Suspense’ clearly knows what her readers want. Here she provides it, in spades.”

—Los Angeles Times

“A smooth and easy read.”

—New York Post

“The storytelling skills of the newest grandmaster of mystery writing have never been better.”

—The Hartford Courant (CT)

“Clark holds the reins the whole way through this tale of mischief and secrets, allowing us to unwind her labyrinth of hidden clues only as she wants them to unfold.”

—The Christian Science Monitor

“Characters so interesting the reader can identify with them in an instant.”

—Lexington Herald-Leader (KY)
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For Vincent Viola, a proud West Point graduate, and his lovely wife, Theresa, with affection and friendship.
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The definition of an owl had always pleased him: A night bird of prey . . . sharp talons and soft plumage which permits noiseless flight . . . applied figuratively to a person of nocturnal habits. “I am The Owl,” he would whisper to himself after he had selected his prey, “and nighttime is my time.”
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It was the third time in a month he had come to Los Angeles to observe her daily activities. “I know your comings and goings,” he whispered as he waited in the pool house. It was one minute of seven. The morning sun was filtering through the trees, causing the waterfall that spilled into the pool to sparkle and shimmer.

He wondered if Alison could sense that she had only one minute more of life on earth. Did she have an uneasy feeling, perhaps a subconscious urge to skip her swim this morning? Even if she did, it wouldn’t do her any good. It was too late.

The sliding glass door opened, and she stepped onto the patio. Thirty-eight years old, she was infinitely more attractive than she had been twenty years ago. Her body, tanned and sleek, looked good in the bikini. Her hair, now honey blond, framed and softened her sharp chin.

She tossed the towel she was carrying onto a lounge chair. The blinding anger that had been simmering inside him escalated into rage, but then, just as quickly, was replaced by the satisfaction of knowing what he was about to do. He had seen an interview in which a daredevil stunt diver swore that the moment before he began to dive, knowing that he was risking his life, was an indescribable thrill, a sensation he needed to repeat over and over again.

For me it’s different, he thought. The moment before I reveal myself to them is what gives me the thrill. I know they’re going to die, and when they see me, they know, too. They understand what I am going to do to them.

Alison stepped onto the diving board and stretched. He watched as she bounced softly, testing the board, then positioned her arms in front of her.

He opened the door of the pool house just as her feet lifted from the board. He wanted her to see him when she was in midair. Just before she hit the water. He wanted her to understand how vulnerable she was.

In that split second, their eyes locked. He caught her expression as she plunged into the water. She was terrified, aware that she was incapable of flight.

He was in the pool before she had surfaced. He hugged her against his chest, laughing as she flailed about, kicking her feet. How foolish she was. She should simply accept the inevitable. “You’re going to die,” he whispered, his voice calm, even.

Her hair was in his face, blinding him. Impatiently he shook it away. He didn’t want to be distracted from the pleasure of feeling her struggle.

The end was coming. In her craving for breath, she had opened her mouth and was gulping water. He felt her final frantic effort to break away from him, then the hopelessly feeble tremors as her body began to go limp. He pressed her close, wishing he could read her mind. Was she praying? Was she begging God to save her? Was she seeing the light that people who have experienced a near-death event claim to have seen?

He waited a full three minutes before he released her. With a satisfied smile he watched as her body sank to the bottom of the pool.

It was five minutes after seven when he climbed out of the pool, pulled on a sweatshirt, shorts, sneakers, a cap, and dark glasses. He had already chosen the spot where he would leave the silent reminder of his visit, the calling card that everybody always missed.

At six minutes past seven he began to jog down the quiet street, another early morning fitness buff in a city of fitness buffs.
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Sam Deegan had not intended to open the file on Karen Sommers that afternoon. He’d been fishing through the bottom drawer of his desk in search of the packet of cold pills he vaguely remembered having stashed there. When his fingers touched the well-worn and troublingly familiar folder, he hesitated and then, with a grimace, pulled it out and opened it. When he looked at the date on the first page, he realized that he had been subconsciously intending to find it. The anniversary of Karen Sommers’ death was Columbus Day, twenty years ago next week.

The file ought to have been kept with the other unsolved cases, but three successive Orange County prosecutors had indulged his need to keep it at his fingertips. Twenty years ago Sam had been the first detective to arrive in response to the frantic phone call from a woman screaming that her daughter had been stabbed.

Minutes later, when he had arrived at the house on Mountain Road in Cornwall-on-Hudson, he had found the victim’s bedroom crowded with shocked and horrified onlookers. One neighbor was bent over the bed uselessly trying to administer mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. Others were attempting to pull the hysterical parents away from the heartbreaking sight of their daughter’s brutalized body.

Karen Sommers’ shoulder-length hair was spilling onto the pillow. When he yanked the would-be rescuer back, Sam could see the vicious stab wounds in Karen’s chest and heart that must have caused instant death and had drenched the sheets with her blood.

He remembered his initial thought had been that the young woman probably never even heard her attacker enter her room. She probably never woke up, he reflected, shaking his head as he opened the folder. The mother’s screams had attracted not only neighbors but a landscaper and delivery man who were on the premises next door. The result was a thoroughly compromised crime scene.

There had been no signs of forced entry. Nothing was missing. Karen Sommers had been a twenty-two-year-old first-year medical student who surprised her parents by coming home for an overnight visit. The logical suspect was her ex-boyfriend, Cyrus Lindstrom, a third-year law student at Columbia. He admitted that Karen had told him she wanted both of them to start seeing other people, but he also insisted that he had agreed it was a good idea because neither one of them was ready for a serious commitment. His alibi—that he had been asleep in the apartment he shared with three other law students—was verified, although all three roommates admitted they had gone to bed by midnight and therefore did not know whether or not Lindstrom had left the apartment after that time. Karen’s death was estimated to have taken place between two and three in the morning.

Lindstrom had visited the Sommers house a few times. He knew a spare key was kept under the fake rock near the back door. He knew that Karen’s room was the first one to the right off the back staircase. But that wasn’t proof that in the middle of the night he had driven fifty miles from Amsterdam Avenue and 104th Street in Manhattan to Cornwall-on-Hudson and killed her.

“A person of interest”—that’s what we call people like Lindstrom today, Sam reflected. I always thought that guy was as guilty as sin. I could never understand why the Sommers family stood by him. God, you’d have thought they were defending their own son.

Impatiently, Sam dropped the file on his desk, got up, and walked to the window. From his perspective he could see the parking lot, and he remembered the time a prisoner on trial for murder had overpowered a guard, dropped out the window of the courthouse, raced across the lot, mugged a guy getting into his car, and driven away.

We got him in twenty minutes, Sam thought. So why in twenty years can’t I find the animal who killed Karen Sommers? For my money, it’s still Lindstrom.

Lindstrom was now a high-powered New York criminal attorney. He’s a master at getting the murdering bums off, Sam thought. Appropriate, since he’s one of them.

He shrugged. It was a rotten day, rainy and unusually cold for early October. I used to love this job, he thought, but it’s not the same anymore. I’m ready to retire. I’m fifty-eight years old; I’ve been at police work most of my life. I should just take the pension and run. Lose a little weight. Visit the kids and spend more time with the grandkids. Before you know it, they’ll be in college.

He had a vague sense of a headache brewing as he ran a hand through his thinning hair. Kate used to tell me to stop doing that, he thought. She said I was weakening the roots.

With a half smile at his late wife’s unscientific analysis of his approaching baldness, he went back to his desk and stared down again at the file marked “Karen Sommers.”

He still regularly visited Karen’s mother, Alice, who had moved to a condominium in town. He knew it comforted her to feel that they were still trying to find the person who had taken her daughter’s life, but it was more than that. Sam had a feeling that someday Alice would mention something that had never occurred to her as being important, something that would be the first step toward finding out who had gone into Karen’s room that night.

That’s what has kept me in this job the last couple of years, he thought. I wanted so much to solve this case, but I can’t wait any longer.

He went back to his desk, opened the bottom drawer, and then hesitated. He should let it go. It was time to put this folder with the other unsolved cases in the general file. He’d done his best. For the first twelve years after the murder, he’d gone to the cemetery on the anniversary. He’d stayed there all day, hidden behind a mausoleum, watching Karen’s grave. He’d even wired the tombstone to catch anything a visitor might say. There’d been some cases where killers had been caught because they’d paid an anniversary visit to their victim’s grave, even talking about the crime to their victim.

The only people who ever came to Karen’s grave on the anniversary were her parents, and it had been a gutwrenching intrusion of privacy to hear them reminisce about their only daughter. He’d given up going there eight years ago, after Michael Sommers died and Alice came alone to stand at the grave where her husband and daughter were now resting side by side. That was when he walked away, not wanting to be a witness to her grief. He’d never gone back.

Sam stood up and put the Karen Sommers file under his arm, his decision made. He wouldn’t look at it again. And next week, on the twentieth anniversary of Karen’s death, he’d put in his retirement papers.

And I’ll stop by the cemetery, he thought. Just to let her know how sorry I am that I didn’t do better by her.
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It had taken nearly seven hours to drive from Washington through Maryland, Delaware, and New Jersey to the town of Cornwall-on-Hudson.

It was not a trip Jean Sheridan enjoyed making—not so much because of the distance, but because Cornwall, the town in which she had grown up, was filled with painful memories.

She had promised herself that no matter how persuasively charming Jack Emerson, the chairman of their twentieth high school reunion committee, attempted to be, she would plead work, other commitments, health—anything to avoid being part of it.

She had no desire to celebrate her graduation twenty years ago from Stonecroft Academy, even though she was grateful for the education she’d received there. She didn’t even care about the “Distinguished Alumna” medal she’d be receiving, despite the fact that the scholarship to Stonecroft had been a stepping-stone to the scholarship to Bryn Mawr and then the doctorate at Princeton.

But now that a memorial for Alison had become part of the reunion schedule, it was impossible for her to refuse to attend.

Alison’s death still seemed so unreal that Jean almost expected the phone to ring and hear that familiar voice, the words clipped and rushed as though everything had to be said in the space of ten seconds: “Jeannie. You haven’t called lately. You’ve forgotten I’m alive. I hate you. No, I don’t. I love you. I’m in awe of you. You’re so damn smart. There’s a premiere in New York next week. Curt Ballard is one of my clients. An absolutely terrible actor, but so gorgeous nobody cares. And his latest girlfriend is coming, too. You’d faint if I even whispered her name. Anyhow, can you make it next Tuesday, cocktails at six, the film, then a private dinner for twenty or thirty or fifty?”

Alison always did manage to get that kind of message across in about ten seconds, Jean thought, and Alison was always shocked when ninety percent of the time Jean couldn’t drop everything and race to New York to join her.

Alison had been dead almost a month. Impossible as that was to believe, the fact that she might have been the victim of foul play was unbearable. But during her career she had made scores of enemies. No one got to head one of the largest talent agencies in the country without being hated. Besides, Alison’s rapier-like wit and biting sarcasm had been compared to the stinging utterances of the legendary Dorothy Parker. Was someone whom she had ridiculed or fired been angry enough to kill her? Jean wondered.

I like to think that she had a fainting spell after she dove into the pool. I don’t want to believe that anyone held her under the water, she thought.

She glanced at the shoulder bag beside her on the passenger seat, and her mind raced to the envelope inside it. What am I going to do? Who sent it to me and why? How could anyone have found out about Lily? Is she in trouble? Oh, God, what shall I do? What can I do?

These questions had caused her weeks of sleepless nights ever since she had received the report from the laboratory.

She was at the turnoff that led from Route 9W to Cornwall. And near Cornwall was West Point. Jean swallowed over the lump in her throat and tried to concentrate on the beauty of the October afternoon. The trees were breathtaking with their autumn colors of gold and orange and fiery red. Above them, the mountains, as always, were serenely calm. The Hudson River Highlands. I’d forgotten how beautiful it is here, she thought.

But of course that thought led inevitably to the memory of Sunday afternoons at West Point, sitting on the steps of the monument on an afternoon such as this. She had begun her first book there, a history of West Point.

It took ten years to finish, she thought, mainly because for a long time I simply couldn’t write about it.

Cadet Carroll Reed Thornton, Jr., from Maryland. Don’t think about Reed now, Jean warned herself.

The turn from Route 9W onto Walnut Street was still an automatic reaction rather than a considered decision. The Glen-Ridge House in Cornwall, named after one of the town’s large boardinghouses of the mid-nineteenth century, was the hotel chosen for the reunion. There had been ninety students in her graduating class. According to the latest update she’d received, forty-two of them were planning to attend, plus wives and husbands or significant others, and children.

She hadn’t had to make any of those extra reservations for herself.

It had been Jack Emerson’s decision to have the reunion in October rather than June. He’d done a poll of the class and determined that June was when their own kids were graduating from high school or grammar school, making it more difficult for them to get away.

In the mail she’d received her ID badge with her senior class picture on top and her name emblazoned under it. It had come with the schedule of events for the weekend: Friday night, opening cocktail party and buffet. Saturday, breakfast buffet, tour of West Point, the Army-Princeton football game, and then cocktail party and black-tie dinner. Sunday was supposed to have concluded the reunion with a brunch at Stonecroft, but after Alison’s death it had been decided to include a morning memorial service in her honor. She had been buried in the cemetery adjacent to the school, and the service would be at graveside.

In her will, Alison had left a large donation to the scholarship fund at Stonecroft, which was the primary reason for the hastily planned memorial ceremony.

Main Street doesn’t feel very different, Jean thought as she drove slowly through the town. It had been many years since she’d been here. The summer she graduated from Stonecroft, her father and mother had finally split, sold the house, and gone their separate ways. Her father was now managing a hotel in Maui. Her mother had moved back to Cleveland where she had been raised and had married her high school sweetheart. “My biggest mistake was not marrying Eric thirty years ago,” she’d gushed at the wedding.

And where does that leave me? That was the thought that ran through Jean’s mind at that moment. But the breakup had at least meant the merciful end of her life in Cornwall.

She resisted the impulse to detour to Mountain Road and drive past her old home. Maybe I will sometime over the weekend, she thought, but not now. Three minutes later she was pulling into the driveway of the Glen-Ridge House, and the doorman, a professionally warm smile creasing his face, was opening the door of the car and saying, “Welcome home.” Jean pushed the button for the trunk and watched as her garment bag and suitcase were scooped up.

“Go right to the check-in desk,” the doorman urged. “We’ll take care of the luggage.”

The hotel lobby was clubby and warm, with deep carpeting and comfortable groupings of chairs. The front desk was to the left, and diagonally across from it Jean could see that the bar was already filling with pre–cocktail party celebrants.

A banner over the front desk welcomed the Stonecroft reunion class.

“Welcome home, Ms. Sheridan,” said the clerk, a man in his sixties. His smile revealed glistening white teeth. His badly dyed hair exactly matched the finish on the cherrywood desk. As Jean gave him her credit card, she had the incongruous thought that he might have cut a chip from the desk to show his barber.

She wasn’t ready to deal with any of her old classmates yet and hoped she could get to the elevator without being stopped. She wanted to have at least a quiet half hour while she showered and changed, before she had to put on her badge with the picture of the frightened and heartbroken eighteen-year-old girl she had been, and join her former classmates at the cocktail party.

As she took the room key and turned, the clerk said, “Oh, Ms. Sheridan, I almost forgot. I have a fax for you.” He squinted at the name on the envelope. “Oh, sorry. I should be calling you Dr. Sheridan.”

Without replying, Jean ripped open the envelope. The fax was from her secretary at Georgetown: “Dr. Sheridan, sorry to bother you. This is probably a joke or mistake, but I thought you’d want to see it.” The “it” was a single sheet of paper that had been faxed to her office. It read, “Jean, I guess by now you’ve verified that I know Lily. Here’s my problem. Do I kiss her or kill her? Just a joke. I’ll be in touch.”

For a moment Jean felt unable either to move or think. Kill her? Kill her? But why? Why?
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He had been standing in the bar, watching, waiting for her to come in. Over the years he’d seen her picture on her book jackets, and every time he did, it was a shock to see that Jeannie Sheridan had acquired such a classy look.

At Stonecroft she’d been one of the smart but quiet ones. She’d even been nice to him in an offhand sort of way. He’d started to really like her until Alison told him how they’d all made fun of him. He knew who “they” were: Laura and Catherine and Debra and Cindy and Gloria and Alison and Jean. They used to sit at the same table at lunchtime.

Weren’t they cute? he thought as the bile rose in his throat. Now Catherine and Debra and Cindy and Gloria and Alison were gone. He’d saved Laura for last. The funny part was that he still wasn’t sure about Jean. For some reason he wavered about killing her. He still remembered the time when he was a freshman and had tried out for the baseball team. He’d been cut right away and had started to cry, those baby tears that he never could hold back.

Crybaby. Crybaby.

He’d run off the field, and a little later Jeannie had caught up with him. “I didn’t make the cheerleader squad,” she said. “So what?”

He knew she had followed him because she felt sorry for him. That’s why something told him that she hadn’t been one of the ones who made fun of him for wanting to take Laura to the prom. But then she had hurt him in a different way

Laura had always been the prettiest girl in the class—golden blond, china blue eyes, great body, noticeable even in the Stonecroft skirt and blouse. She was always sure of her power over the guys. The words “come hither” had been meant for her to utter.

Alison had always been mean. As a writer for the school paper, her “Behind the Scenes” column was supposed to be about school activities, but she always managed to find a way to take a dig at someone, like in a review for the school play when she’d written, “To everyone’s surprise, Romeo, a.k.a. Joel Nieman, managed to remember most of his lines.” Back then the popular kids thought Alison was a riot. The nerds stayed away from her.

Nerds like me, he thought, savoring the memory of the look of terror on Alison’s face when she saw him coming toward her from the pool house.

Jean had been popular, but she hadn’t seemed like the other girls. She’d been elected to the student council, where she’d been so quiet you’d think she couldn’t talk, but anytime she opened her mouth, whether there or in class, she always had the right answer. Even then she’d been a history buff. What surprised him was how much prettier she was now. Her stringy light brown hair was darker and fuller, and cut like a cap around her face. She was slim, but not painfully thin anymore. Somewhere along the way she’d also learned how to dress. Her jacket and slacks were well cut. Wishing he could see the expression on her face, he watched as she shoved a fax into her shoulder bag.

“I am the owl, and I live in a tree.”

In his head he could hear Laura imitating him. “She has you down pat,” Alison had screeched that night twenty years ago. “And she told us you wet your pants, too.”

He could imagine them all making fun of him; he could hear their shrill gales of mocking laughter.

It had happened way back in the second grade when he was seven years old. He’d been in the school play. That was his line, the only thing he had to say. But he couldn’t get it out. He’d stuttered so much that all the kids on stage and even some of the parents began to snicker.

“I ammm th-th-the oooooowwwwwlllll, and, and I livvvvve in aaaaaa . . .”

He never did get the word “tree” out. That was when he burst out crying and ran off the stage holding the tree branch in his hand. His father had slapped him for being a sissy. His mother had said, “Leave him alone. He’s a dopey kid. What can you expect? Look at him. He’s wet his pants again.”

The memory of that shame mingled with the imagined laughter of the girls and swirled in his head as he watched Jean Sheridan get into the elevator. Why should I spare you? he thought. Maybe Laura first, then you. Then you can all have a good laugh at me, all of you together, in hell.

He heard his name being called and turned his head. Dick Gormley, the big baseball hero of their class, was standing beside him in the bar, staring at his ID. “Great to see you,” Dick said heartily.

You’re lying, he thought, and it’s not great to see you.
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Laura had barely put her key in the door of the room when the bellman appeared with her luggage: a garment bag, two large suitcases, and an overnight satchel. She could sense what the man was thinking: Lady, the reunion lasts for forty-eight hours, not two weeks.

What he said was “Ms. Wilcox, my wife and I used to watch Henderson County every Tuesday night. We thought you were great in it. Any chance it will be coming back?”

Not the chance of a snowball in hell, Laura thought, but the man’s obvious sincerity gave her a much-needed lift. “Not Henderson County, but I’ve done a pilot for Maximum Channel,” she said. “It’s scheduled to go on the air after the first of the year.”

Not the truth, but close to the truth. Maximum had okayed the pilot and announced it was optioning the series. Then two days before she died, Alison had phoned. “Laura, honey, I don’t know how to tell you this, but there’s a problem. Maximum wants someone younger to play Emmie.”

“Younger?” she had shouted. “For God’s sake, Alison, I’m thirty-eight. The mother in the series has a twelve-year-old daughter. And I look good. You know I do.”

“Don’t yell at me,” Alison had shouted back. “I’m doing my best to convince them to keep you. As for looking good, between laser-surgery and botox and facelifts, everybody in this business looks good. That’s why it’s so hard to cast anyone as a grandmother. Nobody looks like one anymore.”

We agreed to come to the reunion together, Laura thought. Alison told me that, according to the list of classmates who’d responded yes, Gordon Amory would be here, and apparently he just bought into Maximum. She said that he had enough influence to help me keep the job, assuming he could be convinced to use his power.

She had pushed and pushed Alison to call Gordie right away and make him force Maximum to accept her for the role. Finally Alison had said, “First of all, don’t call him Gordie. He hates it. Second, I was trying to be tactful, something as you well know I rarely trouble to be. I’ll say it straight. You’re still beautiful, but you’re not much of an actress. The people at Maximum think this series could turn out to be a real hit, but not with you in it. Maybe Gordon can change their minds. You can charm him. He had a crush on you, didn’t he?”

The bellman had gone down the hall to fill the ice bucket. Now he tapped on the door and came back in. Without even thinking, Laura had already opened her purse and pulled out a twenty-dollar bill. His fervent “Thanks so much, Ms. Wilcox,” made her wince. Once again she had played the big shot. Ten bucks would have been plenty.

Gordie Amory had been one of the guys who’d had a really big crush on her when they were at Stonecroft. Who’d have guessed that he’d end up such a big shot? God, you never know, Laura thought as she unzipped the garment bag. We should all have a crystal ball to look into the future.

The closet was small. Small room. Small windows. Dark brown carpet, brown upholstered chair, bedspread in tones of pumpkin and brown. Impatiently, Laura pulled out the cocktail dresses and evening suit she’d carried in the garment bag. She already knew that she’d wear the Chanel tonight. Go for glitter. Knock them dead. Look successful, even if you are behind in your taxes and the IRS has a lien on the house.

Alison had said that Gordie Amory was divorced. Her final advice rang in Laura’s ears: “Look, honey, if you can’t talk him into using you in the series, maybe you can get him to marry you. I understand he’s mighty impressive. Forget what a nerd he was at Stonecroft.”
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“Anything else I can do for you, Dr. Sheridan?” the bellman asked.

Jean shook her head.

“You feel all right, Doctor? You look kind of pale.”

“I’m fine. Thank you.”

“Well, you just let us know if there’s anything we can do for you.”

At last the door closed behind him, and Jean could sink down on the edge of the bed. She had jammed the fax into the side panel of her shoulder bag. Now she grabbed it and reread the cryptic sentences: “Jean, I guess by now you’ve verified that I know Lily. Here’s my problem. Do I kiss her or kill her? Just a joke. I’ll be in touch.”

Twenty years ago Dr. Connors had been the physician in Cornwall to whom she had confided her pregnancy. He had reluctantly agreed with her that involving her parents would be a mistake. “I’m going to give up the baby for adoption no matter what they say. I’m eighteen, and it’s my decision. But they’ll be upset and angry and make my life even more miserable than it is,” she had said, weeping.

Dr. Connors told her about the couple who had finally given up hope that they would have their own child and who were planning to adopt. “If you’re sure you’re not going to keep the baby, I can promise you they will give it a wonderful, loving home.”

He had arranged for her to work in a nursing home in Chicago until the baby was due. Then he flew to Chicago, delivered it, and took the baby from her. The following September she began college, and ten years later learned that Dr. Connors died of a heart attack after a fire consumed his medical offices. Jean had heard that all his records were lost.

But perhaps they weren’t lost. And if not, who found them, and why after all these years is that person contacting me? Jean agonized.

Lily—that was the name she’d given to the baby whom she’d carried for nine months and then had known for only four hours. Three weeks before Reed’s graduation from West Point and hers from Stonecroft, she had realized she was pregnant. They had both been frightened but agreed that they would get married immediately after graduation.

“My parents will love you, Jeannie,” Reed had insisted. But she knew he was worried about their reaction. He admitted that his father had warned him about getting serious with anyone until he was at least twenty-five. He never got to tell them about her. A week before graduation he’d been killed by a hit-and-run driver on the West Point campus who’d been speeding along the narrow road on which he was walking. Instead of watching Reed graduate fifth in his class, General, now retired, and Mrs. Carroll Reed Thornton accepted the diploma and sword of their late son in a special presentation at the graduation ceremony.

They never knew they had a granddaughter.

Even if someone had salvaged the record of her adoption, how would he or she have gotten close enough to Lily to take her hairbrush, with long, golden strands of her hair still caught in its bristles? Jean wondered.

That first terrifying communication had contained the brush and a note telling her to “Check the DNA—it’s your kid.” Stunned, Jean had submitted strands from the lock of hair she had kept from her baby, along with her own DNA sample and strands from the brush to a private DNA laboratory. The report had unequivocally confirmed her worst fears—the hairs on the brush had come from her now nineteen-and-a-half-year-old daughter.

Or is it possible that the wonderful, caring couple who adopted her know who I am, and this is a buildup to asking me for money?

There had been a lot of publicity when her book about Abigail Adams became a best-seller and then a very successful film.

Let it be only about money, Jean prayed as she stood up and reached for the suitcase that it was time to unpack.
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Carter Stewart threw his garment bag on the bed. Besides underwear and socks, it contained a couple of Armani jackets and several pairs of slacks. On impulse he decided to go to the first-night party in the jeans and sweater he was wearing.

In school he’d been a scrawny, untidy kid, the child of a scrawny, untidy mother. When she did remember to throw clothes in the washer, as often as not she was out of detergent. Then she’d toss in bleach, ruining whatever garments were in the machine. Until he started hiding his clothes from her and then laundering them himself, he’d gone to school in slightly soiled or freakish-looking attire.

Being too dressed up when he first met his former classmates might bring on remarks about how he used to look. Now what would they see when they looked at him? Not the shrimp he’d been most of the high school years but now of average height with a disciplined body. Unlike some of the others he’d spotted in the lobby, he had no gray strands in his full head of well-barbered dark brown hair. His ID showed him with shaggy hair and his eyes almost shut. A columnist had recently referred to his “dark brown eyes that suddenly flicker with a hint of yellow flames when he is angry.”

Impatiently he looked around the room. He’d worked in this hotel the summer of his junior year at Stonecroft. He’d probably been in this dumpy room any number of times, carrying room service trays to businessmen, to ladies on a tour of the Hudson Valley, or to parents visiting their kids at West Point—or, he thought, even to trysting couples who were sneaking away from their homes and families. I could always spot those, he thought. He used to smirk and ask those couples, “Would this be a honeymoon?” when he brought up their breakfasts. The guilty expression on their faces had been priceless.

He’d hated this place then and he hated it now, but since he was here, he might as well go downstairs and start the backslapping, “great-to-see-you” ritual.

Making sure he was carrying the piece of plastic that passed for a room key, he left the room and walked down the corridor to the elevator.

The Hudson Valley Suite where the opening cocktail party was being held was on the mezzanine floor. When he stepped off the elevator, he could hear the electronically enhanced music and the voices trying to yell above it. There looked to be about forty or fifty people already gathered there. Two waiters with trays holding glasses of wine were standing at the entrance. He took a glass of the red and sampled it. Lousy merlot. He might have guessed.

He started into the suite, then felt a tap on his shoulder. “Mr. Stewart, I’m Jake Perkins, and I’m covering the reunion for the Stonecroft Gazette. May I ask you a few questions?”

Sourly, Stewart turned and looked at the nervously eager redheaded kid standing inches away from him. The first thing you learn when you want something is not to get in the other guy’s face, he thought irritably as he tried to step back and felt his shoulders brush against the wall. “I would suggest we step outside and find a quiet spot unless you can read lips, Jake.”

“That’s not my talent, I’m afraid, sir. Outside is a good idea. Just follow me.”

After a split second’s consideration, Stewart decided not to abandon the wine. Shrugging, he turned and followed the student down the corridor.

“Before we begin, Mr. Stewart, may I tell you how much I enjoy your plays. I want to be a writer myself. I mean, I guess I am a writer, but I want to be a successful one like you.”

Oh, God, Stewart thought. “Everyone who interviews me says the same thing. Most, if not all of you, won’t make it.”

He waited for the expression of anger or embarrassment that usually followed that statement. Instead, to his disappointment, the baby-faced Jake Perkins smiled cheerfully. “But I will,” he said. “I’m absolutely sure of that. Mr. Stewart, I’ve done a lot of research on you and the others who are being honored. You all have one thing in common. The three women were achievers when they were here, but not one of you four men created much of a stir at Stonecroft. I mean, in your own case, I couldn’t find a single activity listed in your yearbook, and your marks were only mediocre. You didn’t write for the school paper or—”

The nerve of this kid, Stewart thought. “In my day, the school paper was amateurish even for a school paper,” he snapped, “as I’m sure it still is. I was never athletic, and my writing was restricted to a personal journal.”

“Is that journal the basis for any of your plays?”

“Perhaps.”

“They’re all pretty dark.”

“I have no illusions about life, nor did I have any when I was a student here.”

“Then would you say that your years at Stonecroft were not happy?”

Carter Stewart took a sip of the merlot. “They were not happy,” he said evenly.

“Then what brought you back to the reunion?”

Stewart smiled coldly. “The opportunity to be interviewed by you. Now if you’ll excuse me, I see Laura Wilcox, the glamour queen of our class, getting out of the elevator. Let’s see if she recognizes me.”

He ignored the sheet of paper that Perkins was trying to hand him.

“If you’d just give me one minute more, Mr. Stewart. I have a list here that I think you’ll find of great interest.”

Perkins studied the back of Carter Stewart’s lean frame as he walked with swift strides to catch up with the glamorous blonde now walking into the Hudson Valley Suite. Nasty to me, Perkins thought, jeans and sweater and sneakers to show his contempt for everyone here who’s all duded-up for the night. He’s not the kind to show up just to collect some crummy, meaningless medal. So what really brings him here anyhow?

It was the question he’d ask in the last sentence of his article. He’d already done plenty of research on Carter Stewart. He’d started writing in college, offbeat one-act plays that were performed by the drama department and that led to a postgraduate stint at Yale. That was when he dropped his first name, Howard—or Howie, as he’d been called at Stonecroft. He had his first Broadway hit before he was thirty. He was reputed to be a loner who escaped to one of his four homes around the country when he was working on a play. Withdrawn, unpleasant, perfectionist, genius—those were some of the words used to describe him in articles. I have a few others I could add, Jake Perkins thought grimly. And I will.
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It took Mark Fleischman longer than he had expected to drive from Boston to Cornwall. He had hoped to have a couple of hours in which to walk around the town before having to face his former classmates. He wanted to have a chance to figure out the difference between his perception of himself as it had been when he was growing up there and the reality, as he understood it, of who he was now. Am I hoping to exorcise my own demons? he wondered.

As he drove with maddening slowness down the congested Connecticut Turnpike, he kept thinking of the statement he’d heard that morning from the father of one of his patients: “Doctor, you know as well as I do that kids are cruel. They were cruel in my day, and they haven’t changed. They’re like a pride of lions stalking the wounded prey. That’s what they’re doing to my kid now. That’s what they did to me when I was his age. And you know what, Doctor? I’m a pretty successful guy, but when I go to an occasional reunion at my prep school, in ten seconds I’m not the CEO of a Fortune 500 company. I’m back to feeling like the clumsy nerd everyone else had fun picking on. Crazy, isn’t it?”

As the car once again slowed to a crawl, Mark decided that, in hospital terminology, the Connecticut Turnpike was in a constant state of intensive care. There was always a huge construction project going on somewhere along the way, the kind of project that meant cramming three lanes into only one, causing inevitable traffic jams.

He found himself comparing the turnpike problems to problems he saw in patients, such as the boy whose father had come in for the conference. The child had attempted suicide last year. Another kid, ignored and tormented as he had been, might have gotten a gun and turned it on his classmates. Anger and hurt and humiliation were squeezed together and forced into one outlet. Some people tried to destroy themselves when that happened; others tried to destroy their tormentors.

A psychiatrist who specialized in adolescents, Mark had an advice and call-in television program that had recently become syndicated. The response had been gratifying. “Tall, lanky, cheerful, funny, and wise, Dr. Mark Fleischman brings a no-nonsense approach to helping solve the problems of that painful rite-of-passage called adolescence”—that’s what one critic had written about the show.

Maybe I can put it all behind me after this weekend, he thought.

He hadn’t taken time for lunch, so after he finally got to the hotel, he went into the bar and ordered a sandwich and a light beer. When the bar suddenly began to fill up with reunion attendees, he quickly got his check, left half the sandwich uneaten, and made his way up to his room.

It was a quarter of five, and the shadows were heavy and closing in. For a few minutes he stood at the window. The knowledge of what he had to do weighed heavily on him. But after that, I’ll put it all behind me, he thought. The slate will be clean. Then I really will be able to be cheerful and funny—and maybe even wise.

He felt his eyes begin to moisten and abruptly turned from the window.

[image: logo]

Gordon Amory went down in the elevator with his ID in his pocket. He would slip it on when he got to the party. For now, it was amusing to stand unrecognized by his former classmates and glance at their names and pictures as, floor by floor, they got into the elevator.

Jenny Adams was the last one to get on. She’d been a bovine kid, and while she had slimmed down some, she was still a big woman. There was something unmistakably small-town suburban in the cheap brocade suit and off-the-pushcart costume jewelry she was wearing. She was accompanied by a burly guy whose beefy arms were straining the seams of his too-tight jacket. Both were smiling broadly and said a general hello to the occupants of the elevator.

Gordon did not reply. The half-dozen others, all wearing their tags, sent out a chorus of greetings. Trish Canon, whom Gordon remembered as being on the track team and who was still beanpole thin, squealed, “Jenny! You look marvelous!”

“Trish Canon!” Jenny’s arms flew around her former classmate. “Herb, Trish and I used to pass each other notes in math. Trish, this is my husband, Herb.”

“And my husband, Barclay,” Trish said. “And—”

The elevator stopped at the mezzanine. As they stepped out, Gordon reluctantly took out his ID and put it on. Expensive plastic surgery had made sure that he no longer looked like the weasel-faced kid in the school picture. His nose was now straight, his formerly heavy-lidded eyes now wide. His chin was sculpted, and his ears lay flat against his head. Implants and the artistry of a top colorist had transformed his formerly thin and drab brown hair into a thick chestnut mane. He knew he was now a handsome man. The only outward manifestation of the tortured kid he had been was that in moments of great stress he could not stop himself from biting his nails.

The Gordie they knew doesn’t exist, he told himself as he started toward the Hudson Valley Suite. He felt a tap on his shoulder and turned.

“Mr. Amory.”

A baby-faced, redheaded kid with a notebook was standing next to him.

“I’m Jake Perkins, a reporter for the Stonecroft Gazette. I’m interviewing the honorees. Could I just have a minute of your time?”

Gordon managed a warm smile. “Of course.”

“May I begin by saying that you’ve changed a lot in the twenty years since your senior picture.”

“I guess I have.”

“You already owned the majority share of four cable television channels. Why did you buy into Maximum?”

“Maximum has a reputation for strong family programming. I decided it would round out our ability to reach a segment of the audience I wanted in our entertainment portfolio.”

“There’s been buzz about a new series and a rumor that your former classmate Laura Wilcox may be the star. Is that true?”

“There has been no casting yet on the series you mention.”

“Your crime and punishment channel has been criticized as being too violent. Do you agree?”

“No, I do not. It offers genuine reality, not those made-up ludicrous situations that are the bread and butter of the commercial networks. Now if you’ll excuse me.”

“One more question, please. Would you just glance at this list?”

Impatiently, Gordon Amory took the sheet of paper from Perkins.

“Do you recognize those names?”

“They seem to be some of my former classmates.”

“They are five women, members of this class, who have died or disappeared during these twenty years.”

“I didn’t realize that.”

Perkins pointed. “I was astonished when I began my research. It started with Catherine Kane nineteen years ago. Her car skidded into the Potomac when she was a freshman at George Washington University. Cindy Lang vanished when she was skiing at Snowbird. Gloria Martin was an apparent suicide. Debra Parker piloted her own plane, and six years ago it crashed, killing her. Last month, Alison Kendall drowned in her pool. Wouldn’t you say it would be fair to call this a hard luck class, and maybe do a program on your network about it?”

“I would prefer to call it a ‘tragedy-ridden’ class, and, no, I would not want to do a program about it. Now if you’ll excuse me.”

“Of course. Just one more question. What does receiving this medal from Stonecroft mean to you?”

Gordon Amory smiled. It means I can say a pox on your house. In spite of the misery I endured here, I’ve made it big—that’s what he thought. Instead he said, “It is the fulfillment of my dream to be considered a success in the eyes of my classmates.”
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Robby Brent had checked into the hotel on Thursday afternoon. He’d just finished a six-day engagement at the Trump Casino in Atlantic City where his famous comedy act had drawn its usual large audience. It made no sense to fly home to San Francisco only to come right back, and he hadn’t felt like staying in Atlantic City or stopping in New York.

It had been a satisfactory decision, he decided as he dressed for the cocktail party. He reached in the closet for a dark blue jacket. Putting it on, he looked at himself critically in the mirror on the closet door. Lousy lighting, he thought, but he still looked okay. He’d been compared to Don Rickles, not only because of his swift-paced comedy act, but because of his appearance as well. Round face, shiny dome, a bit stocky—he could understand the comparison. Still, his looks hadn’t stopped women from being attracted to him. Post Stonecroft, he added to himself, definitely post Stonecroft.

He still had a couple of minutes before it was time to go down. He walked over to the window and looked out, thinking about how yesterday, after he’d checked in, he’d walked around town, picking out the homes of the kids who, like him, were honorees at the reunion.

He’d passed Jeannie Sheridan’s house. He’d thought about how a couple of times the cops had been called by the neighbors because her parents were scuffling with each other in the driveway. He had heard they divorced years ago. Probably lucky they had. People used to predict that one or the other would end up getting hurt during one of their fights.

Laura Wilcox’s first house was right next to Jeannie’s. Then her father inherited some money, and the family moved to the big house on Concord Avenue when they were sophomores. He remembered walking past Laura’s first house when he was a kid, hoping she’d happen to come out so he could start a conversation with her.

A family named Sommers had bought Laura’s house. Their daughter had been murdered in it. They’d sold it eventually. Most people don’t hang around a place where their kid has been stabbed to death. That had been on Columbus Day weekend, he reflected.

The invitation to the reunion lay on the bed. He glanced at it. The names of the honorees and their bios were included in the packet. Carter Stewart. How long after Stonecroft did it take him to drop being called Howie? Robby wondered. Howie’s mother had called herself an artist and was always seen around town with her sketch pad. Occasionally she’d persuade the art gallery to show some of her stuff. Really bad, Robby remembered. Howie’s father had been a bully, always whacking him around. No wonder his plays were so dark. Howie used to run out of the house and hide from his old man in the neighbors’ backyards. He may be successful, but inside he has to be the same sneak who used to peep in people’s windows. Thought he got away with it, but I caught him a couple of times. He had a crush on Laura so intense it practically oozed from his pores.

As did I, Robby admitted, sneering down at the picture of Gordie Amory, the plastic surgery kid. Mr. Cover Boy himself. Yesterday, during his walk, he’d looked up Gordie’s house and saw that it had been totally renovated. Originally an odd shade of blue, it was now twice the size and sparkling white—like Gordie’s new teeth, Robby thought.

Gordie’s first house had burned down when they were juniors. The joke in town was that it was the only way it could be thoroughly cleaned. Gordie’s mother had kept the place looking like a pigpen. A lot of people thought that Gordie deliberately set the fire. I wouldn’t have put it past him, Robby thought. He was always weird. Robby reminded himself to call Gordie “Gordon” when they met at the cocktail party. Over the years he’d run into him a few times—uptight as they come and another one who’d been crazy about Laura.

So was Mark Fleischman, the other guy being honored. At school Mark had never said boo to anyone, but you got the feeling there was a lot going on inside him. He’d always been in the shadow of his older brother, Dennis, who’d been an all-around big man at Stonecroft, top student, outstanding athlete. Everyone in town knew him. He’d been killed in a car accident the summer before their class began its freshman year. Different as day and night, the two brothers. It was well known around town that if God had to take one of their sons, Mark’s parents would have preferred that he and not Dennis had been chosen. He had so much resentment built up inside him that it’s a wonder the top of his head didn’t come off, Robby thought grimly.

He reached for his room key, finally ready to face the crowd below, and then opened the door of his room. I either disliked or hated just about all of my classmates, he thought. Then why did I accept the invitation to come here? He pushed the button for the elevator. I’ll get plenty of new material for the act, he promised himself. There was another reason of course, but he quickly pushed it out of his mind. I won’t go there, he thought as the elevator door opened. At least not now.
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As they arrived at the cocktail party, Jack Emerson, the chairman of the reunion committee, invited the honorees to step into the alcove at the end of the Hudson Valley Suite. A florid-faced man with the look of a drinker, indicated by the broken capillaries in his face, he was the only member of the class who had elected to stay in Cornwall and therefore was in place to do hands-on planning for this weekend. “When we introduce the class individually, I want to save you and the others for last,” he explained.
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