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Prologue
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Execute the plan and deal with the unexpected.  —  Diane
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Chapter One

Saturday Morning, November 5, 1966
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John had experienced a fitful sleep.  His dreams of the Georgia girl and Janet were intermixed.  He would be dreaming of one and she would change into the other.  He would awaken then go back to sleep again to a different version of the same dream.  At 4:30 in the morning, the alarm clock went off.

He got up and looked at the decision paper he had drawn up the night before.  At least he had gotten over his embarrassment and anger.  He was back in logical mode and in control.  He remembered when he was in basic training and all the crap he put up with for weeks on end.  How silly, he thought.  I'm afraid of being with one girl for one day.  If I can't tough that out I'm really getting soft.  What the hell!  She said I didn't have to talk with her.  He imagined himself just letting her do her thing and he would be her escort.  He would do absolutely nothing else.  No conversation, no nothing.  How much could you talk hiking up and down mountains anyway?  If I keep up the pace enough she'll be too out of breath to say anything.  I have to be in better condition than she is.  He thought cautiously, am I overlooking anything here?  All I have to do is be polite to her for a day and I'm home free.  Even GONE free if I want!  The decision was made!

––––––––
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Janet's alarm went off and she awoke with stunned cold anger.  Steve was extended and she couldn't deal with that.  But John Richards was possibly within her grasp and she had a plan.  She focused on the cold anger.  That was one thing she could control.  The execution of her plan.  And she had to deal with the unexpected.  Since that was all she could control there was no use wasting energy worrying about things she couldn't.  She had prepared everything possible the night before.  Either John would show or he wouldn't.  She had to be ready either way.

She showered and carefully dressed for the day.  She knew a mistake could make for blisters and all sorts of miseries on the trail.  She reminded herself she was an old hand at this and everything was in order.

John went through his work clothes and put together an all-day hiking outfit.  His lighter work boots should do a full day's hiking.  And his feet were used to them.  He stuffed some of the oversized pockets with extra socks and other odds and ends that might come in handy.  He considered the time.  It was early enough that he could walk to Janet's house.  That way his car wouldn't be sitting in front of her house all day with her parents gone.  He sure didn't want that on the chalkboards at The Gossip.  He thought, a day of basic training - shut up and march!  And he was off.

Janet went to the kitchen where the backpacks were waiting to be packed.  She set the table for John's and her breakfast.  She was ready to cook a nice breakfast as soon as he arrived.  It was strange being in her mother's kitchen with her gone.  That was one place her mother ruled with an iron will and Janet never felt quite at home there.

She noticed early light at the kitchen window.  If the sun got there and there was no John, she would know she had failed.  But no time to think of that.  She started filling water bottles and before she was done the doorbell rang.  All right, she thought, execute the plan and deal with the unexpected.

She opened the door and checked his mood; he simply said good morning.  She led him to the kitchen and indicated his place at the table.  "I'll have breakfast there in a moment."

As she was doing that he inspected the backpacks.  "Put all the water in my pack, it will make yours lighter.  I think I can handle that weight better than you."

Janet, "All right.  Thank you."  She served a full breakfast and John seemed surprised.  He had no dinner the night before and took full advantage of everything.

John, "Where is this trail to a lake?"

Janet, "We walk up the hill from here to the little park by the creek.  The trail starts at the locked gate at the very back.  That's where the company’s leased property begins.  We basically follow the west side ridge above the valley till we get to a natural dam that holds back the lake.  As I said, it takes about four hours going up."

She finished before he did and resumed filling the backpacks.  She placed the water in his backpack as he requested thinking that ought to keep him at those rest stops for awhile.  She had done the backpacks many times and everything fit perfectly.  She requested he take them to the front door and consider a bathroom break while she cleaned up from breakfast.  Afterward, she used the bathroom upstairs and met him in the foyer.  She asked curtly, "Ready?"  He opened the door to go out.

She had detected no emotion from him.  He was all business and being polite.  Good enough, she thought.

Outside it was almost full daylight before sunrise.  He helped her with her backpack.  The straps were still ok from the last time she used it.  She checked John's straps.  John indicated it felt right.  Janet went around behind him and gave it the traditional downward yank much harder than necessary.

"Did that loosen anything up?" Janet asked.

John got the message but simply indicated, "It's OK."

Janet led down the front walk and up the city sidewalk toward the park.  They made it all the way through the park to the gate without seeing anyone.  It was still early enough to be pretty dark under the park trees.  When they got to the locked gate Janet fished a key out of her pocket and unlocked it.

John said nothing, followed her through the gate, and locked the padlock behind them.

Janet stepped to the side of the trail and indicated for him to take the lead.  "As I said you won't even have to look at me leading the way."

John had never hiked the trail before and didn't know the first part was the steepest and hardest getting up to the ridge.  He started on his plan to set a stiff pace.  Janet was puzzled but had little trouble keeping up with him.  John thought, this is a really a steep tricky trail to climb.  Janet thought, this is my time limit.  We must return down this descent before dark.  It was a long way up before it began to level out some.  John was pleasantly surprised to find rough-hewn stone benches.  When they reached the benches she was winded.  But he was much more so and red-faced.  He had hoped to have her pretty well wiped out.

Catching her breath quickly she said, "I like the pace, John, but if you want to go that fast you better let me carry some of the water."

Realizing he was getting nowhere he said, "It's alright.  I'll just slow it down a bit."

Janet thought, execute the plan and deal with the unexpected.  She said, "John, I told you I would NOT ask you to say anything the whole trip if you didn't want to.  And I meant it.  But there are some things I want to say to you.  You can either listen or tune me out."

John thought, let it pass.

Janet thought, all right, John.  Let's start with a little mental overload.  She dropped into her well modulated command voice, "Would you like to hear about the other men I have been dating?"  She waited as John began to form an answer he was determined not to voice.  "Have you ever wondered what Donald Vald is really like?"  She paused watching him.  "Have you ever wondered what Ronald Webb is really like?"  Pause.  "Have you ever wondered what Thomas Hankins is really like?  —  Do you think Donald would be a bit arrogant, his father owning Vald Ford and all?  —  Would being the heir to a big car dealership make you arrogant?  —  Do you think personalities are determined by a father's success?  —  Can you imagine being heir to a car dealership as an extremely shy talented writer?  —  Can you imagine how a hard-driving salesman father would feel about that?  —  What kind of father-son relationship would result?  —  Can you imagine what kind of relationship Donald could have with me?  —  A Donald so sensitive I have to treat him as a younger brother and take care of him?  —  You think it makes me feel like a desirable woman to take care of a person so weak I can't fully be myself with him?  —  You, sir, are a natural leader of men.  Do you know what it's like for a girl to date a follower?  —  Can you imagine the difference?  The only place Donald the man shows up is on the dance floor.  Can you imagine a personality like that becoming Fred Astaire on the dance floor?  —  Tom and Ron have him do all the dirty work for the threesome.  Donald is really a nice kid and everyone is reluctant to unload on him the way they would on Tom or Ronnie.  The other two use him horribly.  Worse, he ALLOWS them to use him in return for their friendship.  He provides his father's fancy cars for the group and his father considers it a good advertising gimmick.  The real Donald is a very sensitive artist.  He writes poetry, good poetry, and hides it from everyone.  Can you imagine me having a romantic relationship with anyone like that?"  Janet paused and drank some water.

Janet, "Donald and I took dance lessons together.  He is a great sensitive dancer.  I love dancing with him.  And he is a lot of fun, high school style fun.  I'm trying to become an adult and every time I'm with him he makes me feel like I am being pulled backward into being a high school student again.  Do you think I like that?"

Janet paused and made sure she was fully into her command voice.  "The problem with Donald is he has never been challenged.  He doesn't know who or what he is.  Run a car dealership?  HE COULDN'T RUN A TACO STAND!  And he will be lucky to ever gain any maturity doing what he's doing.  HE HAS NO GUTS.  HE COULDN'T DO YOUR JOB IF YOU GAVE HIM TWO YEARS TO LEARN IT.  TWENTY YEARS FROM NOW MAYBE HE’LL GROW UP.  MAYBE HE'LL FIND ENOUGH GUTS TO GET OUT OF THE NEW CAR BUSINESS AND BECOME A GREAT WRITER OR ARTIST, SOMETHING HE LOVES.  ARE YOU THINKING I WOULD EVER CONSIDER MARRYING DONALD VALD UNDER ANY CIRCUMSTANCES?  WOULD YOU INSULT MY CHARACTER LIKE THAT?  WOULD YOU INSULT MY INTELLIGENCE LIKE THAT?  YOU ARE INSULTING MY INTEGRITY.  YOU ARE INSULTING EVERY VALUE I HOLD.  ARE YOU TOO DUMB TO UNDERSTAND THAT, MISTER?!"

John had tried to let all this just pass him by.  But what she said was interesting, the questions relevant.  And the last had gotten to him;  He felt his anger rise.  His plan was to stay in his logical mode.  She had just yanked him back into his emotional garbage can.

Janet had positioned herself to stand blocking John's path back down the trail.  He stood up briskly and was going to say something.

Ward and Janet had practiced for this.  She cut him off by pointing up the trail and commanded, "UP THE TRAIL, MISTER!"  He gave her an angry look but took off up the trail.  She was so surprised at how well it worked she froze for a moment.  She had to rush to catch up.

John was steaming, is this what she intends to do, give me hell all the way to the top?!  Damn!  I've got to calm down and let this stuff pass without getting pulled into it.

Janet reviewed her first attack.  Too much anger.  When I practiced with Ward, I always had to reach deep for anger.  Now there's more than I need.  I had the script perfect, but I must keep the anger at a lower level.  He almost rebelled.  Ward had explained to her that anger would cause John to have tunnel vision.  They didn't want him free for critical thinking about the big picture of what was happening here.  But she had to keep it within a safe range.  Too much and he would rebel, too little and he might figure out what she was about.

The trail was less steep and after five minutes he remembered to slow the pace.  Fifteen minutes later he had regained his cool.  He had shifted back into logical mode, resolved to let Janet take her best shot and he would just let it pass.  They stopped at the next rest stop benches and sat down.

Janet, "You don't think you could compete for me with Ron Webb?  Now Ron is smart, and a nice guy.  Why would he allow Tom to dominate him?  Why would a bright guy let someone do that?  Like Donald, Ronald is coasting along never challenged.  Someday he will probably be a very competent lawyer, if he ever focuses and gets to it.  Do you know what kind of hours lawyers work?  Do you know how many more they work at the beginning of their careers?  What kind of girl do you think it takes to marry a workaholic lawyer?  Lawyers make great husbands for society wives.  Have you ever seen that in me?  Can you see me as a society wife in all the right clubs to help introduce clients?  Do you see me as the kind of wife who wouldn't care that much about the personal part of being married?  Do you think I want a man who only cares about me when he isn't working?  Do you think I want all that really personal stuff and not just between law cases?  Do you think I want a man who cares more about billed hours at the office than hours with me?  Ronnie boy is all intellect.  He doesn't get filled up by quality time with a girl like me.  Do you think I'm anything more than a status symbol to him?  Girls aren't much attracted to him because they sense the coolness.

I want his friendship.  DID YOU HEAR ME, MISTER?  FRIENDSHIP, for some very complicated reasons.  Do you think I would date him for any other reason?  Long term it MEANS NOTHING ROMANTICALLY.  Think I might change my mind about that later on?  You know me.  WOULD YOU INSULT ME LIKE THAT?!  Don't even think it.  And who the hell are you to do my thinking for me anyway?!  IF YOU WANT TO KNOW SOMETHING THAT INVOLVES WHAT I THINK, ASK ME.  DON'T YOU KNOW BEING SO ARROGANT AS TO MAKE DECISIONS FOR OTHER PEOPLE WITHOUT CONSULTING THEM IS THE ULTIMATE INSULT?  IF THAT IS WHAT YOU ARE DOING TO ME THEN YOU NEED TO FIND A LITTLE HUMILITY, MISTER.  MAYBE GOD DIDN'T PUT YOU ON THIS GREEN EARTH TO BE SO ARROGANT.  MAYBE HE HAD SOMETHING ELSE IN MIND WHEN HE PUT YOU HERE.  DID YOU EVER THINK ABOUT THAT, MISTER?

John felt his anger and embarrassment surge again.  But this time he didn't try to reply.  "Let's go!" he said and headed up the trail.  He had been so sure of himself about Janet's future.  But she had guessed some of his thinking and was attempting to blow it all to hell.  He found it very confusing.  She's just wrong in what she's saying.  The time will come when I’m right about it.  Maybe not Donald or Ronnie, but someone.

Janet thought, I got the script right but I've got to stay out of the heavy anger.  He handled it OK this time, but if I hit a nerve it won't be OK.  The anger she was accessing was staying right with her.  Ward had warned her the exertion of hiking could dissipate her adrenaline and her anger.  Start being nice to him and YOU LOSE, he had warned her.  Janet thought, all right, D.A., only nine rest stops to go now, how the hell are you doing up there?!

The sun was up and from the top of the ridge, the view was becoming more spectacular all the time.  Occasionally there were trees in full color.  The higher they got the better it would be.

At the next rest stop they sat facing each other.  John was trying to ignore all this information she was providing.  He tried to brush away all the questions she was raising.  They were irrelevant now.  He glared at her.  She glared back while they both caught their breath.  She wasn't going to let him stare her down.

Janet said, "Is Tom Hankins the one who really scares you?  A future bank vice president for the asking?  Heir to the Berkinsville Bank?  How the hell could you compete with that?  Would you like to hear about Tom?  He is an arrogant mean stupid little asshole.  Don't you know half the malicious mischief in this town comes from him or is instigated by him?  Did you know his father was the same way at his age but he eventually turned into a real jewel of a guy, caring and respectful of people?  Do you know as a hard-nosed banker he has saved and helped more people from financial ruin in this town than you could ever imagine?  I have hopes Tom will eventually turn out to be the same way.  That’s why I want to maintain his friendship long-term.  Did you know I occasionally reign in some of his crap by dating him and pressuring him not to do things?  Do you know that when he does things I punish him by not dating him for awhile?  Do you know that I tell him to find himself a girl who really appreciates him?  Can you imagine anyone could be so delusional that he believes I'm playing hard to get?  Donald and Ronnie tell me he actually believes that.  They try to convince him he's nuts but he's too stupid to believe them.  Do you think I would consider marrying that rotten little bastard even if they gave ME ownership of the Berkinsville Bank?"

Janet noticed John had watched her and listened carefully instead of looking at the ground this time.  He apparently found this interesting.  Janet drank some water.  Ward had told her to ignore his outward reaction, the real work was being done in his subconscious.  She must blast past his consciousness no matter what.  But she couldn't help being encouraged at his reaction now.

Now for the attack, easy on the anger.  "Do you think you can know these children better than I DO?  How could you know them better than me?  I grew up with them, went to school with them in this small town.  You think you can ride into town and suddenly you can see just how everything is going to play out?  Been here not quite two years and you think you know it all?  You know all about them even though they have been away at college most of the time.  Are you a real psychic genius to do that, Mr. Richards?  Do you think that after they get their college degrees they will just ride back into town and pick out the girls they want?  PICK ME OUT?!  You must think I'm really stupid, high school education only, lucky to get a college man.  RIGHT?!  Become the little housewife for the college man?  Stay barefoot and pregnant in the kitchen, RIGHT?!  You're really stupid, John.  You think you have a clue about this?!"

"You think I would respect their college, excuse me, university education?  They would be so far ahead of me, RIGHT?!  Now let me set you straight about something.  I have a better education right now than they will ever have.  Because of a tragic event in his life, I ended up with a private tutor.  He has some pretty good credentials, John.  How about a Doctorate in Physics?!  How about a Doctorate in Math?!  How about a Doctorate in Social Science?!  MY PERSONAL TUTOR HAS THREE DOCTORATES, JOHN.  A few weeks into each high school class with my tutor and I knew more than the teachers in every subject.  Diane spent half her time in high school stopping me from slicing and dicing the teachers.  I graduated at the top of my class, FOUR POINT ZERO, JOHN!  Do you really think I would find it pleasing to be barefoot and pregnant in the kitchen for one of those clowns?  You know why I didn't go to college, John?  Did you know my tutor told my father it would be a waste of time and money?  Did you know he thinks I was already close to a Master’s degree in every major subject?  Did you know unless I wanted the actual degrees it would be a waste?  He told my parents to just ask me what I wanted to do and let me do it.  You think you are smart enough to do my thinking for me?  PICK A SUBJECT AND JUST TRY ME, MISTER.  GO AHEAD, PICK A SUBJECT!

Stunned, John said nothing.

Janet, "Ok then, I'm glad we got that straight.  HIT THE TRAIL!"  Janet pointed up the trail.

John got up and led the way, more thoughtful than angry.  Damn, I never realized.  God, I knew she was smart but she never showed off about it.  John thought about this as he marched up the trail.

Janet did her evaluation.  Pretty fair, this one has always been tough.  I could never get my heart into it.  And I did remember to say Doctorate in Social Sciences and not Psychology.  Maybe a little low on anger this time.  Now we'll see if his thinking leads into our trap.  And she laughed at her 'we' in her thoughts.  That's all right, Ward, you are right here with me in spirit!

John thought, if she’s so smart why would she find me interesting?  I might have become a good engineer but I don't even have that.  She's defeating her own argument.  It just proves my point that she would eventually become bored with someone like me.  I've been right all along.  What I need to do is keep my mouth shut and endure the day.  Then I'm done with her.

As they hiked the air was changing.  Up out of the valley the humidity was lower.  The mountain air began to feel clean and fresh.  The species of trees were changing with the altitude.  This was where Janet always felt she had left the cares of her life behind her.  She was surprised to have the same feeling today even though her massive problem and heartache were right in front of her, walking in plain sight.  She had been so intent on the plan she had forgotten they needed to be drinking lots of water.  Got to do better on that next break.  That's alright.  John has been hauling all that weight up the steepest section.  That should have worn him down a bit.  She prepared herself for the next stop.  This was the one she had been waiting for.  She thought, prepare yourself D.A., the warmup is over.  Now we’re going to get down to the nitty-gritty!

They approached rest stop 4.  She had completed the groundwork and now was going to try to blow John’s logic all to hell.  She couldn't wait.  All the frustrations of being ignored would be dealt with right now.  She thought, ready for this, D.A.?!

They stopped and drank water.  John was withdrawn.  He seemed to be trying to turn off his ears.  This had to be done just right and she was ready to do it.  "John, I want to paint some mental pictures for you.  I want you to think five years into the future.  Can you do that, John?  Imagine it is a beautiful sunshiny day, a few beautiful clouds in the sky.  A beautiful expensive resort hotel.  Imagine me standing in a beautiful expensive dress with Donald Vald by a new luxury car.  Label this picture number 1."  She paused to give him time.

She continued, "Now, still five years into the future, imagine a classy ballroom, tablecloths and fine crystal, a great dance floor and fine orchestra, lots of finely dressed judges and lawyers with their beautiful wives.  Now picture me standing there in a beautiful cocktail dress with Ronald Webb.  Got it?  Make this picture number 2."  She observed his body language while he looked at the ground.  All she could tell was he didn't like what she was doing one little bit.

She continued more slowly, "For the next one, in five years, picture the lobby of a New York Broadway theater.  There is great excitement among all the first-nighters about the new musical on Broadway.  Everyone is dressed formally with the ladies showing off lots of sparkles.  Now picture me in a fancy new dress wearing tasteful jewels.  I am standing with Thomas Hankins.  Can you picture that, John?  Make this picture number 3.”  John squirmed around a bit but kept looking at the ground.

Janet, "Do you like those pictures, John?  That's what you're pushing me into, isn't it?"  She waited for this to sink in.  "Now let's paint just one more.  Picture me in front of a shabby house, wearing a shabby dress, greeting one dirty, smelly, tired John Richards coming home from the mill after a hard day’s work."  She watched him carefully. "Let's make that picture 4.  Think about it, John.  You don't have to say anything, just pick the one you like best.  Pick a number."  She was totally unprepared for his reaction.  He stood up so violently his feet almost left the ground.  He didn't look at her but stomped off up the trail almost in a run.  It was almost cartoon-like, so incongruent with normal human behavior she laughed despite the seriousness of the situation.

She thought, thank God he went UP the trail.  Down could have been a disaster.  She was having trouble taking this seriously.  She wanted to yell after him, 'But, John, I had more to say!'  An inner voice was yelling at her, 'Deal with the unexpected!'  He was moving fast and she took off after him.  She decided to only keep him in sight not actually catch up.

John was trying to regain control.  What am I running away from?  That is EXACTLY the kind of thing I have been picturing.  Why is it so disturbing when she acknowledges it, lays it right out?  I don't understand why I'm reacting this way.  It isn't logical.  He realized he was practically running.  He slowed.  God, I'm supposed to be her escort.  He looked behind him as he walked.  She was barely in sight, trying to stay with him.  Damn, he thought and slowed down.

He managed to hold the pace at normal.  God, what is she going to make of this?  He started to feel embarrassed, really thoroughly embarrassed.  Finally, he just stopped and turned around watching her approach.  She came to him with no expression he could read.  She stopped and just waited.  They stood and looked at each other without speaking.  He knew he had just revealed more to her than he could ever have put into words.

She waited with infinite patience, knowing full well John had just demonstrated his love for her more strongly than he could have shouted it from this mountain ridge.  She accepted it.  He knew exactly what he had done.  John turned and continued up the trail.  Janet followed at a respectful distance.  John struggled to get back to his logical mode.

John had blown away her rest stop 4 presentations.  It was important but she had to abandon it for now.  The next rest stop had special features she had to take advantage of.

They hiked on toward the 5th rest stop.  Janet felt her tension rising.  Despite what had just happened she was determined to get some answers there.  She had tried to discuss this with Ward and he flatly refused, threatened to reveal her plan and stop it.  She had promised not to do this and given him her word.  Sorry, Dr. Handleman, all's fair in love and war.  But she had finally gotten him to discuss what might happen on a theoretical basis.  He had her convinced until she had remembered this rest stop.  She figured out how she could do it with some margin of safety.

At the coming rest stop the ridge sloped gently off to the west away from the valley they were following.  There was an extensive wild berry patch there.  In the patch there were outcroppings of rock that created natural pathways through the briar patch.  She and her family had often stopped to pick berries on the way to the cabin.  On down the hill out of sight was another seldom used trail that led out into the valley to the west.  This could, if necessary, provide her with an escape route back to town.  She was sure she could run through the pathways that she knew well and escape from John if necessary.  No one was going to run directly through those briars to catch her.  If John came after her he would have to take the time to find the paths.  She was going to bet her life on her ability to escape him there if need be.

As they approached the rest stop she carefully located all the landmarks around the briar patch.  She carefully noted the entryways to the pathways she might need.  The pathways were not at all obvious.  John approached the rest stop and sat down.  She went to John’s backpack and took out two bottles of water, giving him one.  John sat down on the bench on the opposite side from the western valley.  He seemed very embarrassed.

Janet thought, good, John.  Keep that backpack on.  She went to the opposite bench on the briar patch side of the trail and took off her backpack.  She walked around behind the bench so that the bench and backpack were between her and John.  She turned her back to John and caught her breath while drinking the water.  She picked out the exact route she would take if she needed to run full speed into the briars.

Having fully caught her breath, and prepared to flee if required, she started.  "You have told me nothing about that girl down in Georgia.  Diane says you flatly refuse to talk about her.  What did you do, John?  Get her pregnant and run out on her?"  She paused not really expecting an answer.  "You know I could understand something like that, John.  Maybe it was worse than that.  Maybe you pressured her to get an illegal abortion and it went wrong.  Did she die, John?  Are you running away from her parents and friends?"  John looked up at her with an expression she judged as disgust but he said nothing.  He looked back to the ground.  Janet went on, "Maybe it was worse than that.  Did she tease the hell out of you without giving you any satisfaction?  Did you rape her, John?  —  Maybe it was even worse than that, did you rape and kill her?  Are you afraid to be there if they find her body?"

She could see John taking deep powerful breaths.  She wished he would look up so she could read his face.  "Maybe you're a serial rapist and you had done too many in Georgia.  If so, you are doing a good job of controlling it.  I haven't heard of anything like that happening here, John."  She gave him more time.  "Maybe you’re both a serial rapist and killer?  Is that it, John?  I'm right here!  We're miles from town!  There’s no one within a mile of us here.  Is that why you didn't want to come up here with me?  Too much temptation?!  Are you afraid you might lose control after doing so well for so long?"

John stood up and exploded, "STOP IT!!!"

Janet shouted right back at him, "WHAT DID YOU DO TO THAT GIRL, JOHN?  WHAT DID YOU DO TO HER?!"

John, "I DID NOTHING BUT FALL IN LOVE WITH HER!"

Janet, "DID SHE DUMP YOU FOR ANOTHER GUY?!  IS THAT WHAT HAPPENED, JOHN?!"

John, "SHE ALREADY HAD ANOTHER GUY!!"  John was staring daggers at her, trembling.

She was not prepared for that answer and tried to recover.  Desperately, "WAS SHE MARRIED?!"

John went from anger to near tears.  He sat down.  "No.  She wasn't married."

Janet struggled to rapidly put it together.  HE was the other guy.  He got too serious and she dumped him.  She didn't want to go at that flatfooted.  Suddenly she felt a wave of compassion for him.  A hundred thoughts and feelings tried to go through her at the same time.  John sat there staring at the ground.

Janet said to him softly, "I'm sorry, John."

She suddenly had a flash memory of Ward warning her, 'Be nice to him and you LOSE!'  She searched for her anger and couldn't find it.  She searched for her command voice and there was nothing to power it.  Desperately she tried to recover.  Deal with the unexpected!  Execute the plan!  She thought of the girl in Georgia and what she had done to John.  AND WHAT THAT HAS DONE TO ME!  There's the anger - USE IT!.

With everything she could put into it, "NOW YOU KNOW HOW I FEEL, JOHN.  I FALL IN LOVE WITH YOU AND YOU WANT TO WALK OUT ON ME FOR MY OWN GOOD.  AT LEAST SHE HAD A REASON TO DUMP YOU.  YOUR REASON FOR DUMPING ME  —  ISN'T WORTH A DAMN!!!"

John stared at her with what she could best interpret as hatred.  They stared daggers at each other until he looked away.  He got up slowly, adjusted his pack, and said, "Let's go!"  He didn't wait for her to put on her backpack.  She had to hustle to catch up again.  She fell in behind him trying to control her tears.  She didn't want him to hear her crying.  She thought, I got away with it and I got it out of him.  God, I pulled it out of him!  Thank God!  Thank you, guardian angels.  Thank you, John, for being as noble as I knew you were!

John trudged up the trail.  He was right back into everything he felt the day Ju..., the Georgia girl told him to go to hell.  He thought, will these feelings never go away?  God, Janet seems to know how to get at me every damned time.  The sorrow he felt for himself was overwhelming.  It seemed to block every other thought.  He trudged on in misery, unable to think.  Unable to escape the feelings Janet was dredging up.

Janet thought, the plan is working but maybe too well.  How much more of this can he take?  She was starting to feel sorry for him.  Ward had warned her about this happening.  'BE NICE TO HIM AND YOU LOSE!'  He had drilled that into her.  She wished Ward were here.  She wanted to tell him, I'm human, too, you know.  This is just as hard on me as it is on him.  Why does everything have to be so hard?  As they walked along she took deep breaths and tried to get back on track.  Her inner voice came back, 'Execute the plan, deal with the unexpected.'

She thought about the plan for the next rest stop.  At least this one was more informative than hostile.  She started to take some solace in that.  She could soften it up a bit.  It was the forward looking information she needed to get across to him.  Just the info itself would carry forward the plan.  She could do it in a softer way than they had rehearsed.  And she still had to work in the information he had blown away at rest stop 4.  God, she still had to work that in somewhere ahead.  She realized she was getting tired.  Her adrenaline level must be falling as Ward had predicted.  God, don't let me get mentally foggy now.  Ward had insisted that she memorize and rehearse everything so it would be almost automatic, in case she did become mentally foggy or disheartened by what was happening.  But this is working!  I'm doing it!  I'm winning big time!

They were nearing rest stop 6.  Janet felt energized after surviving the risk she had just taken and actually getting information out of John.  She felt relieved and comforted by addressing the horrible possibilities head-on and removing them from her fears.  That didn't lessen the danger of his suppressed emotions.  It just reduced the number of ways they might be expressed.

They were approaching rest stop 6.  She watched John as they arrived and settled in on the benches to drink another bottle of water.  John seemed totally depressed, still looking at the ground and seemingly off somewhere mentally.

She started softly.  "John, I want to tell you how my father came to be the head of Berkins Enterprises.  I just want to give you some history.  Both his father and mother had health problems.  They passed away a couple of years ago before you arrived.  My grandparents ran the office just like my father and mother run it now.  Even the desks are still in the same places they were then." She thought, John's listening, just looking at the ground.

She went on, "My father has an incredible sense of humor and as a young man it was constantly getting him in trouble.  He gives it an outlet now by assuming the role of a grumpy boss at work.  At home, he greatly enjoys playing my grumpy parent.  But when he graduated high school his sense of humor was getting him in trouble.  This and the pressures of running the business with health problems caused my grandparents a great deal of concern."

"He has told me the story of my grandfather bringing him up here for a weekend and talking about his future and their future.  He offered my father the choice of going to college or learning the business.  My grandfather told him that due to their health problems there might not be time to do both.  He told my father that unless he was ready to take over when the time came, he intended to sell the business.  He told him what the repercussions of that might be for the town.  My grandfather told him that if he was unable to pass the business on in the family he would feel he had failed the vision my great-grandfather had fought so hard for."  John was still looking at the ground, but she could tell he was listening.

She continued, "My father decided to learn the business and then, if there was time, he would go to college.  He started just as you did.  My grandfather told the Supervisors that if he couldn't cut it to boot him out fast, no special treatment.  And I understand they almost did a couple of times, not for lack of ability but because of his sense of humor.  They trained him just the way they are training you.  They taught him a section, made him an assistant Supervisor, and then started him in another section.  He learned every job in the mill, just as you are doing.  It took years but he did it all.  As people retired he worked as the actual Supervisor in each department.  They hired lots of new people and he trained each new section.  When he was confident in someone, he made them Supervisor of that section and moved on to supervise a new section.  He continued in that manner with every section.  He trained every Supervisor who now works there except Ward Handleman.  It took a lot of years to build a whole new young crew, upgrade the technology, make improvements to the procedures.  What you see out there now, my father built.  He didn't just walk into the office and take over because he was my grandfather’s son.  HE EARNED IT!  HE EARNED IT WITH BLOOD, SWEAT, AND TEARS!  A lot of people used to get hurt out there.  Some died.  Some were people he trained and they were his friends.  That is why safety is such an important issue.  Have you noticed the respect he is paid when he walks out there?  HE EARNED THAT!  —  Just the way you have been earning their respect."  She had teared up right at the end.  She wondered why that never happened when she rehearsed with Ward.  John looked at her.  He seemed thoughtful.  She said, "Let's go."  And they gathered up and continued along the trail.

John had listened carefully and it had reenergized his logical mode.  He wasn't out of his emotional quagmire but Janet’s logic was working in the background.  He felt so full of emotion about Georgia it felt like physical pressure.  He thought, God, will this never go away?  He felt depressed and it muddled his ability to think.  The story about her father ...  They never talked about that in the yard.  But now hearing the whole story he knew everything she said about the respect they held for him was true.  It was pervasive at the mill.  —  That thing at the end, ‘just the way you have been earning their respect’, needed some sort of resolution.

Janet thought, is he getting it?  I'm laying it right out in front of him!  God, John, don't let all that crap from Georgia block out what I am telling you.  YOU CAN EARN IT.  IT'S RIGHT THERE IN FRONT OF YOU.  YOU CAN EARN IT.  I KNOW YOU CAN DO IT.  EVERYONE IN THE YARD KNOWS YOU CAN DO IT.  YOU CAN EARN ME!  None of those Privateer clowns have any chance of doing anything like that, John.  Don't you get it?!

Janet tried for a mental reset, execute the plan, deal with the unexpected.  She still had to complete what he had walked out on at rest stop 4 now that he was on the ropes.  That was going to cut very deep.  She was losing her zeal for it.  But wasn't that the whole plan? to break down his integrity?  She remembered how he dropped her.  He had insulated himself from her feelings.  Now she had to insulate herself from his and execute the plan.  Rest stop 7 was about last Christmas break.  She would attempt to do the rest of 4 and then use 7 at the end to soften the blow.

When they reached rest stop 7 John sat down and looked at her.  She read mass confusion.  As she got water out of his backpack she thought, confusion, that's what I've been working for.  Break down his integrity.

When she caught her breath she said, "I know you don't like it, John, but let's think about those pictures again.  Imagine me standing in a beautiful expensive dress with Donald Vald by a new luxury car.  Label this picture number 1.  Now picture me standing there in a beautiful cocktail dress with Ronald Webb.  Got it?  Make this picture number 2.  Now picture me in a fancy new dress wearing tasteful jewels.  I am standing with Thomas Hankins.  Make this picture number 3."

John glanced up at her then back at the ground.  Janet said,  "Picture me in front of a shabby house, wearing a shabby dress, greeting one dirty, smelly, tired John Richards coming home from the mill after a hard day’s work.  Let's make that picture 4."  She stepped around to block the trail back down the hill.  "Now I'll ask you again.  Which picture do you choose?"  She watched John taking deep rapid breaths.

John, "YOU KNOW DAMNED WELL I DON'T LIKE ANY OF THEM!"

Janet said softly, "But you want to make that choice for me.  —  Don't I get a choice, John?"

John, "You can make any choice you like!"

Janet, "EXCEPT THE CHOICE I WANT!  —  You’re taking that choice away from me.  A dirty, smelly, tired John Richards can take a shower, put on a suit, and BE TEN TIMES THE MAN OF ANY OF THE OTHERS!  Don't you know that?!  How many times have you seen me wear expensive clothes and jewelry?  The only thing I've ever worn besides an inexpensive watch is this."  She took the locket compass out of her shirt and dangled it at him.  "I wear this because it expresses love.  Rarely does anyone even see it.  —  Do you see me wanting a fancy car?  I ride in one with Donald because it comes with the boy.  Do you see me going to traveling Broadway shows, other than when Ronald Webb takes me?  Do you think I would trade one day with you for a hundred Broadway shows?  And the banker's son?!  You think anything he could give me, I couldn't get ten of before he had a clue?  And he's a business major.  Do you know he sat at our dinner table and treated my mother as the Berkins bookkeeper?  She's the financial heart of Berkins Enterprises and he hasn't a clue.  AND YOU THINK I MIGHT CHOOSE THAT?!"

She let John think about what she had just said.  John was in total confusion.  All his assumptions were fading into obscurity.  Only one indisputable fact he held onto, eventually she would resent being bound to him.  He could never measure up.  And she would never understand that until it was too late.

Janet went on to the rest stop 7 plan.  "Do you know how rare it is for people to be totally compatible?  Do you remember how much time we spent together during Christmas break?  No one believes that possible, that two human beings could spend so much time together.  Do you remember how much fun we had?  —  Do you remember the pizza parlor with the pianist?  You were so moved you cried.  Don't you remember hiding that from me?  —  Do you remember how my parents accepted you into our home?  —  Do you remember how I taught you to dance?  —  Do you remember New Year's at The Gossip with Diane?  —  Do you remember shopping at the mall for Dad's briefcase?  —  Do you remember finding the stereo player?  —  Do you remember the Supers' party?  —  Do you remember afterward?  —  I took off my jacket and we waltzed together in the light of the Christmas tree.  —  Can't you remember that?  —  Those are the pictures I choose.  Not the ones YOU want for me!  Why would YOU take all that away from me?!"  She paused before going on to the part that she had never revealed to Ward.  "Do you remember how we were on the sofa after dancing together, before we fell asleep?"  She paused while he studied the ground.  "Do you remember the picture I painted for you there?  —  That's the one I choose.  Why do you want to take that away from me?  —  If you tell me of a better picture for yourself, I'll accept that.  —  Paint yourself in a better picture for me  —  so I can say  —  go in peace."

John's face was down and she couldn't see.  As he stood up and walked up the trail she thought he might be close to tears.  She took a deep breath and followed.  She feared she might have been too soft at the end.  Ward's warning came back to her, 'Be nice to him and you lose.'"

John thought, is she trying to rip my very heart out?  Oh God, I can't stand this.  I must let it pass or she'll lead us into disaster.  Doesn't she understand she's just not available to me?  I can't do that to her.

Janet observed his pace was slower now.  Perhaps he is in deep thought or deep confusion.  She felt her own exhaustion.  Yesterday's problems at the office, what trapping John into this hike had cost her,  Steve's extension, troubled sleep, and now the energy required to climb this mountain.  Not to mention this war she was waging against John's integrity.  My whole life is on the line here and probably a lot more.  There's no room here to be tired.  She thought of Steve and that anger returned.  She thought of how D.A. had dropped her and stonewalled her requests for an explanation.  There was anger there also.  Come on anger, she thought, use me up.  I want to win this battle or have nothing left of me.

They hiked on up the ridge.  John thought, she's brought it all back.  All of last Christmas I've been trying to forget.  Oh God, how did I get pulled into this?  But I have to endure and let it pass.  It's only one day and a part of that is already gone by.  I have to just let all she is saying go past me.

Janet reviewed the coming rest stop 8, her mother's story, just information.  This would be easier, but she had to make it bite.  It had to be pointed.

When they arrived at the next stop they were both winded.  The higher altitude assured he wasn't going to blow by any of the rest benches.  Janet caught her breath, drank some water, and said, "Let me tell you about my mother."

Janet, "My parents work as a team now.  Early on my mother had her eye on Dad.  She's put on a few pounds since then.  The pictures of her after high school are striking.  She and Dad were going to a large public picnic together.  Somehow they ended up alone at the wrong place.  They refuse to talk about it, but after that picnic, they were going steady and unofficially engaged.  Neither ever looked back.  Mom started helping Dad's parents in the office while Dad worked in the mill yard.  She was good at the financial stuff and started taking correspondence and night classes.  By the time my grandparents' health was failing she was ready to handle the office which included knowledge of the corporate business."

"Berkins Enterprises was in trouble and expected to fail.  But there was real value in those land leases.  There was a movement within the family to sell off the leases and cash out.  Mother was aware of this and quietly bought up stock options from some family members.  She gathered proxies and did things I can't even begin to understand to gain voting rights.  When it came to a head it was a very close thing.  The deciding factor was our guard, Oscar Peters.  He is the only non-family member who owns a substantial amount of stock.  He says he works as a guard for Berkins to keep an eye on his investment.  He and my mother talked and Oscar used his savings to secure the final voting rights for them to have a majority."

"When the corporate board meeting was held where the group that wanted to cash out tried to take control, Mom and Dad unexpectedly had the majority of the votes.  It must have been a wild corporate meeting.  Mom took over the meeting with Mr. Webb of the Webb Law Offices, Ronald's father, acting as parliamentarian.  Mom fired most of the board members, then installed a new board of directors.  This sent shock waves through the family.  Do you remember the tension when the family visited last Christmas?  Mom and Dad took over the corporation.  But it was a tenuous control based on proxies that could be secretly withdrawn at any time.  Can you imagine the struggles within the family over those proxies?  Mom tells stories about being afraid to answer the phone back then they were so far in debt.  Apparently, Mr. Hankins at the bank risked the bank to back the corporation.  Mom and Dad held control until the mill was again profitable.  I don't begin to know how Mom did it, but she and Dad now own a majority of the stock.  My parents have firm control of Berkins Enterprises."

"Now it would have been great if my parents had sons to learn the business so they could take over control when the time comes.  But all they have is me.  Does that raise any interesting questions in your mind?  Can you turn your picture book into the future and see how that plays out?  You’re so DAMNED SMART about seeing the future for me, can you tell me how all that works out?  —  Come on, John, I really want to know.  —  Now's your chance to show me my future, put me at ease about your leaving.  —  Come on, I'm waiting.  —  What's the problem, you being so damned smart about me and all?"

John looked at her wide-eyed with anger.  Janet bore down on her command voice.  "NOT SO DAMNED SMART ABOUT ME, ARE YOU?!  THEN MARCH IT UP THE TRAIL, MISTER."

John stood and headed up the trail.  Now he understood about her mother's power.  George was boss, but everyone understood about Mrs. Berkins.  She didn't need to say a word.  He pictured Tom at their dinner table spouting off while she just sat there.  It wasn't just about controlling the cash flow.  Her mother WAS the financial heart of Berkins Enterprises.  And they were a team.  You could feel that power when they were in the office together.  He tried to understand about their passing out of the picture.  Where would that power go?  What was Janet getting at?  She wasn't just harassing him for dropping her.  There was a point to all this but it had all dissolved into confusion.  Everything was so confused.  He struggled to remember.  He must not let her love for him drag them into a disaster.

Janet thought, that went well.  He was really listening, but did he hear anything?  Come on, D.A., don't you get the picture?  My parents need a surrogate son who understands how to run the mill.  Someone smart enough to learn the whole business.  Got any suggestions, Dumb Ass?

Janet reviewed rest stop 9, a review of the first 8.  She went through it in her mind.  She was getting foggy but it was all there.  The wind was picking up a little.  She loved the sound through the trees, the smell of pine mixed in with everything else.  The sun was starting to give some warmth.  Her legs were starting to feel the hike.  She hadn't been able to keep up her full strength exercising with Diane away so much.

The ridge rose sharply and became more narrow, giving a new feeling of being up and away from everything.  John was more than ready for a rest when they arrived at the next benches.  At this new height, the trees were in full color.  He looked around thinking, if there's really a lake here
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Janet's alarm went off and she awoke with stunned cold
anger. Steve was extended and she couldn't deal with
that. But John Richards was possibly still within her
grasp and she had a plan. She focused on the cold anger
and the execution of her plan. That was one thing she
could control. Since that was all she could control there
was no use wasting energy worrying about things she
couldn't. She had prepared everything possible the night
before.

Janet went to the kitchen where the backpacks were
waiting to be packed. She set the table for John's and her
breakfast. She was ready to cook a nice breakfast as
soon as he arrived. She noticed early light at the kitchen
window. If the sun got there before John, she would
know she had failed.
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