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PROLOGUE
"I DON'T WANT TO DIE!"
"Shut up, Chuck. We're not going to die."
If he doesn't quit his whining, I'll kill him myself, Melanie thought as she ran her fingers along the concrete blocks feeling for an opening. "Katie, can you find any cracks on your side of the room?"
"No, Mel. However Wyatt built this place, he made sure whoever or whatever he put in here wouldn't be able to get out."
Katie tried to clear the dust away from an area on the floor next to Eric and Chuck, who had already resigned to their fate several minutes earlier. "I give up," he sighed, slumping down onto the dirty concrete.
"Melanie, you should listen to Katie and take a break," Chuck groaned. "I'm sure Wyatt will be back soon to let us out. He wouldn't seriously leave us in here to suffocate to death."
"I don't know, Chuck," Eric continued to run his fingers over the concrete wall. "That warning shot he fired at the ceiling looked pretty threatening to me. Then he forced us into this windowless room with apparently no means of opening the door from this side."
"If we could even find the door." Katie said.
"Eric, you're overreacting as usual. When that bullet flew over your head, your freckles nearly jumped from your skin," Chuck teased. "Look, I know we've both been part of Wyatt's shady dealings, but I don't think he's capable of cold-blooded murder. I know he bragged about how he tricked us into helping him execute his master plan and that he didn't want to leave any witnesses, blah, blah, blah. He sounded more like an actor reciting lines from a very bad horror movie than making an actual threat. You know how Wyatt liked to play practical jokes in high school. I just can't imagine he'd really want us all dead."
Chuck didn't feel as confident as he hoped he sounded.
"Yeah, well when Wyatt pulled that trigger it sure as hell didn't appear that he was joking. He scared the shit out of me," Eric argued. "I'm beginning to think Wyatt is capable of anything. If Katie's hair wasn't white already, I'm sure it would have turned as soon as she heard that thing go off."
Ignoring Eric's insult, Katie tried to reassure the others. "Look, guys. Wyatt may be a lot of things..."
"Like a liar and a blackmailer..." Eric cursed.
"And a manipulative prick..." Chuck added.
"With an ego the size of Montana..." Melanie tried to lighten the mood.
"...and a few small countries," Katie added with a laugh. "But one thing I know for certain is that Wyatt Gaynes is not a murderer."
"I'm not so certain, Katie. He's isn't the same hot jock high school football star wannabe who dated a different cheerleader every month," Eric began.
"Two or three at the same time as I recall," Chuck added through clenched teeth. "And he always managed to get away with it with that fake boyish charm."
"Still jealous, Chuck?" Melanie said, grinning slightly. "While that might have been true once, thirty years can change a man, and not always for the better. One thing I do know about Wyatt, is that every plan he concocted always contained one major flaw, and that includes the construction of this room. All we have to do is find it. Get your lazy ass off the floor and help us look!"
"We've been looking for more than three hours, Mel. I'm telling you, it's hopeless."
"Chuck, the only thing that's hopeless in this room is you. Now I know why your software company nearly went bankrupt. You have no backbone for a challenge."
Insulted for the last time, Chuck brought his paunch-bellied frame to full standing. The bald spot on his head brushed against the three dim light bulbs dangling from the concrete ceiling causing a spotlight to alternately shine on the desperate expressions of his three former classmates' faces.
"Dammit," Chuck cursed, "You sound as if this is all my fault. Eric and I were doing just fine before you girls showed up."
"You're right, Chuck," Eric immediately joined sides with the only other male in the room, "If you and Melanie hadn't interfered with our plans back in the computer room, we wouldn't all be locked in this damn dungeon, running out of air."
"We have plenty of hot air with the two of you blaming us for your predicament," Katie shot back. "At least we're trying to find a way out of here."
"Girl," she said to her friend, "you look exhausted. Ignore these jerks and take a break."
"I think you're right, Katie. We need to conserve our energy. If you two useless men will just be quiet for a few minutes," Melanie gave Chuck and Eric a piercing stare, "I'm taking five."
Melanie leaned against the cold concrete and wiped the sweat from her forehead with her shirt sleeve. The dampness in the cramped space had turned her wavy auburn hair into a wild frizzy rat's nest. Every muscle in her almost fifty-year-old body was on fire from her thwarted attempts to break out of their prison.
Exhausted, she closed her eyes, took a few deep breaths and mentally began replaying the events of the past few days which had led her fellow incarcerates into the dark hole from which there seemed to be no escape.
Although their individual lives had taken them on very diverse paths, they all shared the unfortunate common denominators of possessing a diploma from Abbeyville High School and being caught in the insidious web of Wyatt Gaynes; a web whose epicenter began in the heartland of Minnesota and stretched throughout the European continent trapping everything in its path.
When the undercover agents first approached Melanie and Kathleen the night of their thirtieth reunion party, the women could never have imagined that the innocent spy game they had played against Eric and Chuck nearly four decades ago would become a real life confrontation with one of the most insidious criminal minds of their generation.
Chapter One
Six Months Ago
This program has performed an illegal operation and will be shut down. If the problem persists, contact the program vendor.
"Dammit, not again."
Melanie cursed at the annoying error message on the computer monitor which cut off her instant message in mid-sentence. She clicked the re-set button then went to the kitchen to get a cup of coffee while she waited for the system to re-boot.
One of these days, I'll have to connect to DSL, she thought as the annoying buzzing of the dial-up connection permeated the room. She had been in the middle of a friendly argument with her best friend about their upcoming high school reunion, and Katie's insistence that she attend was starting to wear down her resolve to keep her attendance a secret. When the computer error occurred, she was almost relieved. Melanie didn't want to let Katie know that she had already made up her mind and she wanted her friend to be surprised.
When Katie first began talking about their reunion nearly a year ago, Melanie had no interest in attending. She'd left small town Abbeyville Minnesota, and everything connected to that lifestyle, as soon as she graduated high school and there was no one from her past she was the slightest bit interested in seeing. Then, a few months back she'd received a surprise phone call from another former classmate, Stuart Janns, who had gone on to become a successful movie and theater critic.
Stuart had told her that he was in Los Angeles for the Golden Globes and thought she might like to attend with him. They spent most of the evening talking about, or rather trashing, their old high school class and he eventually convinced her to go to the reunion, if only for the sheer entertainment of making fun of everyone else. Melanie decided she could spend a few days back in her hometown, but it was going to be a quick trip.
When the computer came back on line, Katie had signed off, but not before leaving one final insistent email:
I just got an error message and was booted off. I need the final count by tomorrow. C'mon Mel, I know you'll have a great time. I'm going to put your name on the acceptance list and hope you'll reconsider.
Melanie shut down the computer, momentarily starring at her reflection in the now dark screen. Thirty years since high school and she was pleased that she had managed to keep the sands of time from etching lines into her face without any help from Hollywood's plastic magicians.
It was well past lunchtime and Melanie was still in her underwear. Since Friday was a short taping day, she didn't need to be in the studio until mid-afternoon. Melanie Tyler might have the most recognizable voice on television, but no one knew what she looked like, and that's the way she liked it.
Melanie moved to Los Angeles a week after getting her Abbeyville diploma. Her plan was to hit the ground running as soon as she graduated from U.C.L.A. found an apartment, a job and an agent. The first two items on her list had been fairly easy to obtain, the third proved to be much more difficult. It wasn't long before Melanie discovered she was just one of more than a thousand hopeful wannabe actors in a city that squashed dreams like mudslides crashing down on Pacific Coast Highway.
Her college graduating class was nearly ten times the size of the population of her entire high school. She soon discovered that the diplomas she'd received from both institutions were as worthless as the paper they were printed on.
While she had been able to find small parts as an extra, enough that she finally qualified for a SAG card, the competition for roles was intense. She went on a few cold calls and received several offers from over zealous producers, but she was never willing to take the short cut to stardom via their office sofa. It seemed as if her career train had become derailed before it had even left the station. After six months of rejection, Melanie was ready to pack her bags and return to Minnesota, but fate had other plans.
A month before her apartment lease was up she was invited to a party by a former classmate who had found work at a local radio station. He told her they were looking for someone to record the station's public service announcements and thought Melanie had the perfect voice for the job.
The next day, she went for an audition and recorded the announcement for the A.S.P.C.A, using a wide range of voices and accents. The response had been so successful that she was hired as their spokesperson. Melanie soon discovered that even though she didn't have the anorexic actor-figure in front of the camera, her voice was magic behind a microphone. It wasn't long after that first broadcast her agent was contacted by the producers a new animated family series, the Franklins. After only one audition she landed the part for the female lead and instead of moving back to her house three miles from a Minnesota lake, she moved into a condo across the street from the Pacific Ocean.
All of her co-workers at the animal shelter gave her a going away party, and a cocker spaniel puppy she'd fallen in love with at first sight. Along with the puppy, she also had taken the agency's executive director, who had fallen in love with her at first sight, or so he said when he asked her to marry him. He quit his job as soon as the ink was dry on the marriage license and used Melanie's income to try and produce his own animated series. As it turned out, he was much better dealing with stray animals then he was with human relationships, business or otherwise. Three years later his company, as well as their marriage, ended. He kept the dog. She kept the Santa Monica condo.
Melanie took her coffee into the living room. She found the faded blue and gold yearbook jammed in between some dusty photo albums on her the bookcase. She ran her fingers over the gold embossed seal which read Honor, Integrity, Knowledge, surrounded by the phrase "Let each one find the truth he is seeking" on the cover just below the title Abbeyville, Minnesota Class of 1972.
She sat down on the couch and began flipping through the pages which had yellowed a bit over the years. The black and white faces, hair styles and clothes from that era were quite dated, but the memories were so clear in her mind that she felt as if the pictures were taken yesterday. She paused to read some of the messages that were scribbled over the faces of people she hadn't bothered to stay in touch with over the years. She stopped on the page where the Ts were listed and found her photo. Staring at barely familiar face, Melanie grimaced at her naive foolishness. How could she have ever thought trying to look like everyone else would work for her? She thought. Judging by her photograph, she had bought into the straight hair parted-in-the-middle look of that era. Fortunately, her older more secure self had outgrown the need to conform and now she no longer spent the time, or the money straightening her naturally curly hair. But unlike Katie, who was perfectly happy with her natural color, Melanie's vanity wouldn't allow even one gray one to be seen. It was her only vice, and unlike many in the acting profession, her breasts, nose and fingernails were totally natural. Her light skin tone intensified her deep blue-green eyes which had remained sharp and thankfully glasses free. Her figure had held up extremely well over the years, even if she did have to work at it a bit harder than when she was in high school.
Turning a few more pages she found the picture of her best friend, Kathleen Conner. Melanie and Katie had been classmates and best friends since Kindergarten. The small town of Abbeyville, population 5001, had only one school building which was built on a ten-acre lot. Melanie’s older brother had been killed and Katie didn’t have any siblings. Consequently, their friendship had developed into a very close sisterly relationship. Melanie read the inscription her girlfriend had written and laughed out loud: I hope you become a great Hollywood actress, and work for U.N.C.L.E on the side.
It reminded her how, in the sixth grade they had played spies from the old television show. They even had a secret room which Melanie had converted from the tornado shelter her parents built in their basement. Every Friday night after the show was over she and Katie would take their notes into the secret room and discuss every detail of each episode. The girls would even create their own adventures, imagining their classmates were THRUSH agents and their teachers were undercover spies.
Those were some fun times, Melanie thought. Stuart might be right. At the very least the thirtieth reunion would be interesting. Stuart promised it would be fun to see how the popular clique had let themselves go once they landed a good husband and several children and how badly the sports jocks had faired over the years. Perhaps after three decades the old wounds of the past would have had enough time to heal, even those which had left permanent scars.
Melanie continued to glance through the rest of the photos, until she found the one of the person who had been on her mind the moment she decided to attend the reunion; Wyatt Gaynes. He wore his shaggy blond hair in typical seventy's style. The photo captured the twinkle in his soft brown puppy-dog eyes, and highlighted a smile which was a bit too much on the impish side. He had written that his ambition was to "become someone who can help others and bring peace of mind to those who need it." Somehow Melanie didn't think Wyatt had accomplished any of those goals.
His description mentioned he had been heavily involved with sports, reminding Melanie that he had also been heavily involved with a long list of football groupies, none of whom had been her. Until the night of their senior prom, when in typical cliché fashion, she had lost her virginity to him in a sleazy motel room on Route 9. Her only other memory of that night was his promise that he would call her, and how she'd waited two weeks for a phone call that never came.
The last time Melanie had seen Wyatt was at Katie and James' tenth year anniversary party, and although Katie had mentioned that Wyatt had moved back to town and opened some kind of stationery store, there was very little more she wanted to know about him. Melanie closed the book and returned it to the shelf along with the memories of a past life which seemed to belong to someone else. She no longer needed, wanted nor desired anyone or anything from those long ago far away days.
Especially Wyatt Gaynes.
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"Darn! I thought DSL would have taken care of this by now," Katie yelled at the computer. While she waited for the re-boot, she opened her year book and began putting colored stickers over the photographs; green for those who had sent in their reservation checks, blue on those who said they were definitely coming, but had not as yet paid, and red on those she hadn't heard from at all. Looking at the small number of green compared to the other two colors, she was beginning to think that her girlfriend was right. Less than half of the class had responded to the committee's invitation and if they didn't get a better response in the next six months, there might not be much of a reunion for them to attend.
High school had never been kind to Katie. She never felt pretty or popular and wasn't very comfortable around people. As a result, she had kept a low profile through most of her high school years. She didn't want to stand out, or become anymore of an oddity then she felt.
She married James O'Brien, the first boy she fell in love with, three months after graduation. Now, the mother of two grown sons, and the wife of a Minnesota State Senator, she finally found the confidence she'd lacked in her youth. Over the years a very determined, strong-willed woman began to replace the shy, insecure teenager whose image was permanently captured in between the yearbook jacket.
Katie looked at the photograph of a girl she only barely recognized. Back then she'd worn her light brown hair short and parted it in the middle like everyone else. Her blue eyes were hidden behind thick black rimmed glasses, but not like everyone else, she had received a perfect score on the SAT. She smiled when she read her ambition was to work for the C.I.A. An ambition which had been inspired by the old sixties television show and the game she and Melanie had played. Katie recalled how they had creating secret dossiers on two of their male classmates, Charles Haussman and Eric Kramer. Two boys neither one of the girls could stand, and the feeling had been mutual. She also remembered how exciting it had been going undercover and creating a entirely new personality, if only for a little while. But children grow up, television shows get canceled, and real life begins, she thought and she really did enjoy her present reality a great deal more than the fantasy life of her childhood.
Katie looked in the mirror and admired the reflection. Like her mother, she started to turn gray at an early age. She decided to let it go natural so her hair was now a soft silver, and it had helped turn her into a striking woman. Marriage, a family and a husband who was a prominent political figure had given her self-confidence a huge boost which was apparent at every fund raiser and social event she hosted.
She was both flattered and surprised when Stuart Janns suggested she chair their thirtieth reunion committee. Except for sharing Honor Society status with him in high school, she didn't think he'd even noticed her. Remembering the terrible experience and lack of cooperation she'd received from the other committee members when she chaired their twentieth, Katie had refused at first, but after discussing the proposal with her husband, he reminded her how much she had enjoyed the experience, even with the headaches. Besides, it was an election year and any good publicity would help his campaign, so she'd sent Stuart an email agreeing to chair the reunion one last time.
Now, looking at the small pile of acceptance cards, she was beginning to think she had made a mistake. In typical politician fashion, James told her not to worry. The reunion was still six months away, and like an election, most people wait to send in their absentee ballots, or simply show up at the polls at the last minute.
Katie wrote the totals in her record book. Well, since it was James' insistence that I chair this thing, she thought, he's going to have to pay for a high speed modem and a printer.
***
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"DAMMIT Joe, I thought you told me you fixed that bug. You had better be sure that no one else noticed."
Wyatt Gaynes' face was bright red as he nearly threw his fist into the computer screen. Shaken by the sudden violent outburst, the younger man began typing as if his life depended on it. If the rumors about his employer were true, he had little doubt that it did.
"I'm sorry, Mr. Gaynes, but this is a common error. I don't think anyone would give it a second thought."
"Not even if every computer from here to Los Angeles has the exact same error at the exact same time?"
Wyatt began pacing the floor. His hand moved the cigarette from his mouth to his side in rhythm with each step.
"I'm not an expert, Mr. Gaynes. I'm only a second year college computer tech student."
Joe started to argue, but the cold glare coming from Wyatt's eyes froze his vocal cords.
Noticing his obvious anxiety, and realizing Joe needed to calm down until he fixed the computer glitch, Wyatt softened his voice.
"I know you are, Joe, but you're also the brightest computer hacker I know and I'm on a deadline. Something as simple as a synchronized error message could put this entire operation in serious jeopardy. And we wouldn't want that, now, would we?"
In spite of his attempt at a gentler tone, the way Wyatt said the word jeopardy made the hairs on the back of Joe's neck stand straight up. He quickly typed a few more keystrokes and the screen returned to normal.
"That should do it, Mr. Gaynes. If that's all for today, I really have to get back to the dorm. If you want my advice, you need to get someone in here who can better understand what you're trying to do."
"I already have him, Joe. You were only his temporary replacement until he came back from a little assignment I sent him on. Take this and forget you were ever here. Understand?"
Wyatt put five one-hundred dollar bills onto the console. Joe grabbed the money without bothering to count it, stuffed the bills into his pants pocket and climbed up the stairs to the exit, three at a time.
As soon as he heard the outside door close, Wyatt pushed a hidden button under the console and a wooden panel slid open behind him, revealing a computer nerd's idea of heaven. A world map with over five hundred tiny lights lit in red, green and yellow covered the entire back wall. The red LEDs were placed on the cities where Wyatt's plan was already underway, the green ones signified the locations of his contacts, and the yellow were future sites yet to be established.
Wyatt pulled five green lights from the board and replaced them with red ones, then he replaced all but three of the yellow with green. Things were going well, he thought, but not fast enough. Wyatt had a plan and although he was right on schedule, he needed help to complete the final preparations. He was an intelligent man, and an intelligent man knew his limitations. Joe was right; Wyatt did need experts on his team and friends he could rely on. Especially friends with weaknesses he could exploit to his own advantage. He was almost amazed at how easy it had been to manipulate those very friends who were now fully entrenched in his organization. It had only taken a little charm and some cold hard cash to convince them, and he had plenty of both.
Wyatt's plans were set to take place during the weekend of their thirtieth high school reunion. All the players would be in place and he could hardly wait another six months. Wyatt hit a switch and pages of his old yearbook appeared on the wall. The faces of familiar friends filled the screen and from somewhere deep within Wyatt's youth, flashes of warm memories emerged. Katie Conner, he recalled how he hated him calling her K.C., yet she had written that as her nickname next to her graduation photo. Seeing those initials brought an uncharacteristic smile to his face. He looked at the photos of Charles Haussman and Eric Kramer, two boys who had no idea back then how important they would become to him in the present.
Wyatt paused for a moment when an all-too familiar photo of someone he hadn't seen for nearly twenty years filled the screen. He stared at the photo of Melanie Tyler a lot longer than he had the others, finally forcing himself to turn the page to the athletic teams section. He stared at his sports photos with disdain. Along side his name were the captions; second string quarterback, second place wrestler, second string basketball squad. And the nickname title Mr. Silver that was printed under his photo and labeled him for all eternity.
Well, he'd show them, he thought. By the time their reunion was over, no one in Abbeyville, or anywhere else in the world was ever going to refer to him as Mr. Silver again.
After nearly thirty years, he was back in the game and this time no one, not even his big brother, was going to stop him from taking home the gold.
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This program has performed an illegal operation and will be shut down. If the problem persists, contact the program vendor.
In an underground conference room located a few miles from Wyatt's operation, two men read what appeared to be a common computer error message, but as soon as it came on the screen, lights and buzzers blared a warning that put several systems on high alert.
"Don, did you see that?" Stuart Janns said to his partner.
"Yes. That bug originated right here in Abbeyville."
"Seems like Wyatt's computer system isn't as secure as he thinks it is."
"For now you're right, Stu, but he still has six months before your reunion to get it operational," Don said. "We should have our operatives in place well before he has a chance to debug his system, but just in case something goes wrong, how is plan B coming?"
"See for yourself," Stuart turned off the lights and two photos appeared on the screen. "It took a little arm-twisting, but they'll both be positioned exactly where we'll need them when the time comes."
"They look perfect, especially the one on the right," Don said, pointed to the yearbook pictures of a bobbed haired, horned- rimmed-glasses wearing Katie Connor O'Brien. On the right, wearing bell bottoms, tie-dyed t-shirt and holding up a two-fingered peace sign was one rebellious protestor named Melanie Tyler.
Chapter Two
Class of '72 High School Reunion
Friday Night Cocktail Party
The Grand Ballroom of the Abbeyville Hilton was designed to accommodate more than five hundred, but for this event only a hundred and seventy-five invitees and guests had confirmed reservations. Katie had worked tirelessly for over a year planning the reunion, but she was beginning to think the entire weekend was going to be a disaster.
Abbeyville High School boasted a graduating class of one-hundred-thirty-seven, which was quite large in a town of only five thousand residents. Unlike the majority of her classmates who had gone off to attend out-of-state colleges and moved on to live in various parts of the world, Katie had attended Minnesota State and had stayed in her hometown to raise her family with her husband James.
James O'Brien obtained his law degree, past the bar and was hired by a small law firm the year their first son was born. Two years and another son later, James opened his own office specializing in environmental law and representing low-income farmers through the Minnesota Family Farm Law Project.
With Katie arranging his social calendar and business engagements, James grew his practice into one of the largest in the county. Although his work took him away from his family for extended periods, Katie was content to be the typical stay at home mom, raising their two sons and volunteering at local charity events.
It wasn't long before members of the Chamber of Commerce approached James to run for a seat on the City Council, where his warm personality and honest reputation helped him win the mayor's race a few years later. He continued to ride his rising political star all the way to the capitol, eventually being elected the youngest member of the Minnesota Senate. Yet, even with his ability to fill an auditorium during a political debate, even he wasn't enough of a draw to entice his own classmates to attend another reunion.
Katie was looking forward to the celebration and was devastated by the lack of enthusiasm she had received, not only from her classmates, but from those who had helped her organize the two prior events. When she had started looking for additional help from the twentieth reunion committee, she'd found that most of them had moved out of town, or had lost interest.
When Stuart called with the dire prediction that if she didn't chair the committee for the thirtieth, there probably wouldn't be a reunion at all, she reluctantly agreed, even though she knew she would have a great deal to do bring it together. Fortunately there were enough funds remaining in the reunion account for the deposit on the ballroom and food, but not much left for a band or decorations.
Her "save the date" e-mail announcements were met with more polite declines than acceptances and when even her best friend told her that she might not be able to make it, Katie was nearly ready to call it quits.
Ever the supportive husband, James offered his assistance by asking his staff to volunteer to help. He used his political charm on several of his business contacts who contributed exciting door prizes to the event. A local printer donated the invitations, and soon after they were mailed, the acceptances began arriving with more positive responses. Katie began to relax, but she could feel her anxiety level increase as Friday night's opening weekend cocktail party was about to begin.
Katie would never admit to anyone, especially her husband, how desperately she wanted the weekend to be a success. Katie knew her classmates only thought of her as a shy air-head whose only real accomplishment had been winning a red ribbon at the Minnesota State Fair for her blueberry pie. No one except Melanie and James knew that Katie had graduated Summa Cum Laude or that her I.Q. was rated above 165.
Their twentieth reunion had been a huge disappointment. Personalities had been altered by divorce, death and distance. The attendees treated her almost as badly as they had in high school. Almost no one had recognized her, and those that did were not at all diplomatic in their harsh criticisms and negative comments on her appearance. She didn't expect anything to have changed much in ten years.
Looking at all of the empty chairs, Katie's spirits were beginning to deflate as quickly as the last helium-filled balloon rose to the ceiling. She was beginning to wonder if even those who had confirmed their reservation would bother showing. They had already lost several classmates to unfortunate deaths, and the big five-o was just around the corner. Emphasizing that it could be the last chance they might ever have to see their friends and former classmates, and citing the long list of gifts her husband's staff had provided for the attendees, Katie convinced many of her classmates that they just could not miss the one reunion she had worked so hard to organize.
Fortunately, her persuasive technique had worked, even with those who still lived in town and had never attended previous reunions. Katie had even managed to contact a few retired teachers, who were thrilled to have been invited and they all promised to attend. It was a good sign, Katie thought, but while the verbal acceptances had been easy, the actual checks were taking a lot longer to arrive.
Katie walked through the partition door to the adjacent room where the cocktail party was going to be held later that evening. She meticulously matched yearbook photos to name tags, and placed them alongside the guest book on the registration table at the entrance. On the left side of the room the bartender was setting up the wine and beer bar. On the right, the staff was preparing the plates for the hors d'oeuvres. On the center stage, the band was checking the sound system. Directly above them, in huge letters of blue and gold hung a huge banner that read; Welcome Class of 1972.
With the room beginning to look more festive, Katie started to feel a bit more confident.As she was heading to the lobby, her cell phone began ringing. The caller ID told her immediately who it was.
"Melanie!" She exclaimed, "Where are you?"
"Surprise, I'm made it!"
Even though Katie has suspected her girlfriend was going to attend, she was relieved and excited that her suspicions proved to be correct.
"I took the red-eye and checked-in a little while ago," Melanie said. "I was going to call you when I landed, but I couldn't get a signal until just now, and this is a brand new phone."
"I'm so happy to hear your voice, even with the bad reception that's not unusual for this part of the state," Katie said. "James has been trying to push for a new cell tower, but he's not getting much support."
"Well, it seems to be working fine now. Where are you?"
"I'm in the lobby, c'mon down. I was just leaving to head home, but I'll wait for you."
Several minutes later, the elevator door opened and the two women greeted each other like they were back in high school. They hugged, they screamed, and jumped around like teenagers. The other hotel guests were staring, but the girls didn't care.
"Has it really been twenty years?" Katie said, "Mel, you don't look a day older than thirty."
"Thanks, Katie. You can thank my hair stylist Sophia for that. She's a genius!"
Melanie glanced at her reflection in the hall mirror. Even though she had flown for three-and-a-half-hours to Duluth, then driven two more hours to the one and only five star hotel in Abbeyville, she looked wide awake. She was dressed in a revealing cotton sundress, not the usual Minnesotan attire, and was getting a few less than approving stares from the women guests and even some staff.
"I guess I should have worn something a bit more modest, but it was so damn hot when I got off that plane. I've forgotten how humid this part of the country is in the summer."
"Well, just as long as you don't stay outside too long without wearing jeans and a long sleeve shirt. Our mosquitoes love imported blood, don't cha' know. I can't believe you're really here, or that you kept it a secret for all these months."
"Yes, I'm good at keeping secrets, don't cha know," Melanie imitated Katie's Minnesotan twang, with a hint of a tease. "Actually, it was Stuart who convinced me to come, so you owe him one."
"Yeah, well he also convinced me to chair this thing, so I think we're even. Do you know if anyone else from our class has checked in yet?"
The sentence was more of an optimistic statement than a question.
"Not so far, but I did arrive early and went directly to my room for a quick shower. It took me awhile to find this place. The last time I was in Abbeyville, I stayed at the Best Western."
"Well, once Jack Gaynes became CEO of the paper mill, he needed a first-class hotel for his business clients, so he convinced the Hilton chain to come to our little town."
"I bet that went over well with his brother," Melanie said, nonchalantly.
"Not nearly as badly as when Jack married Wyatt's girlfriend," Katie replied. "Don't ya just love small town gossip?"
So, Jack married Brenda, interesting. Melanie thought. She immediately changed the subject.
"I'm sure people will start arriving later, since the cocktail party starts at eight, and the main event isn't until tomorrow night."
"I hope you're right," Katie said, "Meanwhile, we have plenty of time to catch up during the cocktail party. James promised to be home from St. Paul before it started so he'd have time to change, but it might be late. The legislature called a special session this morning to vote on some kind of toxic chemical bill before the summer recess. As usual, our state legislature has perfect timing."
"You go on home and get ready. I'll stake out a seat at the bar and let you know who else arrives."
"Still playing spies, Mel?" Katie laughed. "Well at least now we have cell phones so we won't need to pass coded notes. I'll be back in a couple of hours."
Katie left the hotel and Melanie took a seat at the lobby bar from where she had a clear view of the entrance and the elevator, but no one could see her. Like old times, she thought. Abbeyville was such a small, boring town, she almost wished she were a spy on an undercover mission.
"I've been living in fantasyland for too many years," She accidently said aloud.
"I don't know," a man's voice responded. "I kind of like living in a small boring town. It's better on the heart."
It took Melanie a moment to recover her embarrassment when she realized the bartender had overhead what she had said. She found herself feeling a bit self-conscious when she noticed his amused smile that was attached to an usually attractive face. Unusual for Abbeyville, Minnesota, she thought.
"I'm sorry, I didn't mean for anyone to hear that. I'll have a glass of white wine, please...Don," she read his name tag.
He smiled politely and poured her order.
"Thanks. Not to be trite, but you don't look like you're the small town Midwestern type."
Melanie took a sip of her drink feeling the wine warm her cheeks or maybe it was the heat being generated by Don's gaze.
Don busied himself wiping off the counter trying not to think that Melanie's photos didn't even come close to how she looked in person.
"No? And what does a small town Midwestern type look like?"
"You know extra fat around the middle to protect from the winter cold for one."
She pointed to Don's abdomen.
"Well, it is summer, don't cha know. But you're right. I only moved here a few years ago. I think I put on a few pounds, but it's not that bad."
Don patted his abdomen, pointing out to Melanie who didn't need the gesture to notice that he didn't have an ounce of flab.
"You waiting for someone?" Don asked.
"No, why?"
"I just noticed you keep staring at the entrance."
"Oh, that. I'm sort of spying for my girlfriend. It's our thirtieth high school reunion weekend and she's nervous that no one will show up."
Melanie tried to keep her eyes on the door, but the view in front of her was a lot more interesting. Don was most definitely not from Abbeyville, no one with such deep blue eyes and strong muscular physique could live in a town where the most excitement came from hanging out at the local bar watching the Viking's lose another SuperBowl.
"You don't look old enough for this to be your thirtieth reunion," Don said with a grin.
"See, now I know you're not from around here. Our bartenders don't know how to compliment a woman, unless they want to get a bigger tip."
"And how do you know that wasn't my intention?"
"I think you have way too much class for false flattery, or ulterior motives. I'm from Los Angeles, and I can size up the type in about ten seconds and I've been here..." Melanie checked her watch, "fifteen minutes."
"And you're almost finished with that glass of wine. Want another?"
Melanie was going to decline, until she saw two very familiar figures enter the hotel. "Absolutely. Make it a double."
"Ah, I take it you recognized a few old friends."
"I wouldn't call them friends, exactly. That's Charles Haussman and Eric Kramer. I was hoping they wouldn't be here, but I'm sure Katie will be happy. Excuse me a second, I have to make a call."
"Sure."
Don refilled her glass then turned his back and pretended to write up Melanie's tab. He made sure she didn't notice that he was talking into a fountain pen.
"Stu," he whispered. "Haussman and Kramer just arrived. No, I don't see Gaynes, but I'll let ya know if he shows. I just met Melanie Tyler. You were certainly right about her. Gotta go."
Don put the pen back into his shirt pocket just as Melanie returned to her seat. She took a large sip of her drink, never taking her eyes off of the two men who were carrying on what seemed to be a very heated conversation.
"So, was your other spy happy with your report?" Don asked.
"Spy? Oh, you mean Katie. I'd say it was mixed. She was glad that there were people starting to arrive, but not so much that those two had arrived first. As you can imagine in a small town everyone has a bit of a past, and her and I go way back with those two."
"Old boyfriends?"
"Hardly. More like old adversaries. It's funny that you should mention spying. When Katie and I were in Junior High, we went on a little mission and really got even with those two. Even now, seeing them together makes my skin crawl."
"Well, before this place gets too busy, do you want to tell me about it. I'm a good listener, being a bartender and all."
"And a bartender never repeats anything he hears, right?"
Melanie wasn't sure she wanted to tell Don about her and Katie's dark secret, but there was something in his eyes that made her feel that she could tell him just about anything.
"Fill this up again."
She pointed to her empty wine glass.
"And I'll fill you in on all the details. But I have to warn you, if you reveal to anyone what I'm about to tell you, I'll have to kill you." Melanie smiled.
Don made a zipper motion across his lips and held up his right palm. "I swear no one will ever get me to talk."
And they certainly have tried, Don thought.
"Well, it all started the weekend of our Junior High Valentine's dance," Melanie began. "Katie and I were getting off the bus on our way to class..."
Chapter Three
1967
On a typically frigid February morning, thirteen- year-old Melanie Tyler exited the warmth of the heated school bus and rushed through the heavy insulated glass doorway which led into the Junior High section of Abbeyville Public School. She headed to her locker and met her best friend, who was brushing snow from her coat.
"Katie, what happened?" She asked.
"Eric and Chuck threw snowballs at me again. That's the third time this week. They nearly broke my glasses and my mom can't afford to buy another pair." Katie was close to tears.
Melanie helped her friend clean off the remaining snow before removing her own coat and boots. As she opened her locker, a flurry of red paper hearts flew onto the floor, each one with the same stick-figure picture of a girl with huge frizzy hair and exaggerated breasts. Happy Valentine's Day, loser, was scrawled over the face. Melanie angrily crumpled them before tossing them into the trash.
"You would think those jerks would have better things to do," Melanie said. "My mom said the reason they tease us is because they like us."
"Yeah, my mom says the same thing. I can't imagine what they might do if they actually hated us," Katie replied. "We'd better get to class, the bell is going to ring in about ten seconds. Don't forget the notebook."
"I don't let this out of my sight."
Melanie slid a small black spiral book in between her English and Biology textbooks. She followed her friend into their first period class, purposefully avoiding looking at their two nemeses who were laughing and whispering with several other boys in the back of the room. She took her assigned seat next to Katie who was giving the boys a fierce drop dead look.
After attendance was taken and the Pledge of Allegiance recited, the first of seven period classes began, but Melanie wasn't paying attention to the grammar lesson. Even though she appeared to be taking notes, she was, in fact, writing to Katie using a secret code they had created so they could communicate with each other without anyone being able to know what they were saying.
The girls had created their private communication code the previous winter, after Eric had intercepted a note she had passed to Katie telling her about a crush she had on the second-string quarterback on the Junior Varsity football team. Eric had grabbed the note from Katie's hand and showed it to Chuck. Then, the two of them had read it aloud, just as the entire junior high football team, and their entourage of cheerleaders, past them in the hallway on their way to practice.
Everyone had laughed at her, especially the head cheerleader who was walking arm in arm with that very same quarterback. Of course the boy had also been embarrassed, so much so, that he'd totally stopped speaking to her, even after school, and his cheerleader girlfriend had made it clear that Melanie had better stay away from her boyfriend.
Melanie never forgot how betrayed she had felt that day, and not even Katie's offer to go ice-skating on the lake had been able to cheer her. She cried the entire bus ride home, where, after watching their favorite spy program, she created the special alphabet code which she taught it to Katie the following day.
A few weeks later, the girls purposely left a coded note on the floor by her locker. They hid behind a wall and watched as Eric picked up the paper and showed it to Chuck. Melanie was very pleased when she saw the look of frustration on their faces when they tried to read it, and failed. She felt satisfied that the boys would never have another opportunity to embarrass them by reading private notes again, but the teasing only became more irritating and frequent. Even though the girl's parents had spoken to the principal, the boy's families were so well connected with the school board that, other than a firm reprimand, no punishment was ever dispensed.
After the snow ball assault on Katie and those nasty valentines cascading from her locker, Melanie was more determined than ever that she and Katie needed to come up with a more drastic plan that would put an end to their enemy's harassment once and for all.
When the teacher turned her back to write the assignment on the blackboard, Melanie handed Katie the coded note, which simply confirmed their weekly plan to meet at her house to watch the latest episode of their favorite television show. They had watched every Affair since the very first airing on September 22, 1964, and were such fans, they created their own spy headquarters in the basement of Melanie's house.
During the Cuban Missile Crises in 1962, Melanie's father, like so many families in small towns across America, had built a bomb shelter in the basement of their home. What had once served as a safe haven for nature's occasional tornado, had been transformed into a fortress against a potential manmade disaster. Since Abbeyville was less than 150 miles from Duluth everyone in the small community feared the possibility of radiation fallout. Seeing the concrete blocks in her basement had so upset Melanie's mother that after the crises was over, she had insisted that they conceal the concrete walls, so they had it covered over with wooden paneling and turned the basement into a rec room, complete with a full service bar. The door to the shelter itself was hidden behind a removable panel making the entrance appear almost invisible to anyone who didn't know it existed.
It was the perfect location for two young girls to create a private place away from their parents, where they could tell secrets and gossip about boys. After the premier of The Man from UNCLE, the Tyler's bomb shelter was transformed into Melanie and Katie's very own spy headquarters.
The girls equipped the room with a cardboard filing cabinet and hung a blackboard and posters of the shows two male stars. Melanie's mother's Lazy Susan serving tray resembled the revolving work table on the show and of course they had the full collection of every merchandise tie-in from toy guns to the board game.
While in their secret room, Katie and Melanie had privately joked that Eric and Chuck could have been members of the evil organization THRUSH, and after the note incident, they began to accumulate files and plot a way to get even, but there was never enough real evidence to show their parents or the school authorities. Without any real proof, the girls knew they would be accused of having overactive imaginations and their parents would just say being teased by thirteen-year-old boys was just part of growing up in a small town. But the girls were determined.
The day of the snowball incident, Melanie and Katie were sitting on the bench during girls' basketball waiting for their names to be called. Although they each enjoyed playing sports, neither girl was particularly athletic, so the all-girl gym class was more a time to chat without any boys around to distract them.
"You know, it really is too bad there isn't a real secret spy organization to fight the bad guys and win every week," Katie said to Melanie. "We could sure use their help with Eric and Chuck."
"Well, maybe we'll get an idea after tonight's show. I'm not about to start throwing snowballs, but we really need to do something. Can you think of anyone else who they've been annoying who would want to join us?" Melanie said.
"Hey, what about asking Wyatt to help? I think he might like to play spy with us. He wasn't all that happy with Chuck and Eric after they read your note last year. They really embarrassed him."
"Embarrassed him?" Melanie said. "Are you kidding? Wyatt hasn't spoken to me since. He still blames me for his break up with Janet, if you can believe that. You should ask James, I think he likes you."
Melanie didn't tell her friend that James had told her that he wanted to ask Katie to the Valentines dance, and Melanie had told him that he should because she thought Katie liked him, too.
"I think you're trying to play matchmaker, but that's a great idea. He is kinda cute and they're in the same math class. James doesn't like them very much either. He might be able to find out something, even though I know he's going to be busy studying for midterms next week."
"We really need to get these guys soon, so we can both concentrate on studying," Melanie said. "Tonight's basketball game was cancelled and our Drama Club rehearsal had to be moved to tomorrow afternoon. When you see James at lunch, invite him to come over to my place tonight. You can make an excuse that we want to study together."
"Well, I hate to lie, but if you really think James likes me, then I'll do it." Katie replied, trying unsuccessfully not to blush.
The gym teacher blew the whistle and Melanie ran onto the court, but her mind wasn't on basketball. James was a nice boy, which would mean that Eric and Chuck would never suspect him of helping them, but she really didn't want to get him in trouble if he were to be discovered.
As they had planned, Katie sat next to James during lunch while Melanie joined the table with the students of the Drama Club who were discussing their next production. Melanie's attention was split between their conversation regarding the French farce, Thieves Carnival, and the interaction between James and Katie. There was no doubt in her mind that James was accepting her invitation to study, and Katie was agreeing to attend the dance with James.
Melanie's suspicions were confirmed when Katie told her James had accepted her invitation and would be by Melanie's house after supper. The girls managed to avoid Eric and Chuck for the rest of the day since the boys' last class was gym and there was always a practice, even when no game was scheduled.
James arrived at Melanie's several minutes after Katie, greeted Melanie's parents, then followed the girls down the stairs leading to the basement. Believing they were going to study, James sat down at the center table and opened his books. He was a bit shaken when Katie closed the books, took his hand, and led him into the secret room behind the panel.
"Wow, Mel!" James exclaimed once his eyes adjusted to the semi-darkness, "This is super neat!"
"We know, but before we show you anything more, you have to take an oath and swear not to tell anyone." Melanie said. "Raise your right hand and repeat after me." Katie added.
James moved his hand as instructed and echoed Katie and Melanie's words.
"I swear to never tell anyone, not my family, or my parents, or my friends, anything about this room, or what we talk about. Cross my heart and hope to die," Melanie and Katie said in unison, crossing their hearts.
"Cross my heart and hope to die." James mimicked the gesture as he repeated the last phrase.
"Ok, now we can tell you why you're here."
The girls spent the next half hour giving James a brief explanation about the room, their problems with Chuck and Eric, and why they had invited him to share their secret. Melanie opened the top cabinet and removed the files that had the names Eric Kramer and Charles Haussman written on the front, and showed them to James.
"Look through these files and see if you can come up with something."
James scanned through the pages, then closed the files and said, "I think I may have what you two need, but it's not in these files and I don't have any real proof."
Melanie picked up a notebook and waited for James to continue.
"We'll worry about proof later," she said. "Tell us what you've got on those creeps!"
"After practice today, I saw Eric and Chuck talking with Wyatt kinda secret like. I thought they were discussing the game plan, but then I saw Eric and Chuck give Wyatt a stack of bills and Wyatt handed then some papers. I can't be certain, but they were acting really strange when I walked by, but I could see them in the mirror. They were putting the papers into their gym lockers."
"James, that's great!" Melanie said, giving James a kiss on the cheek.
"You're the best!" Katie started to repeat Melanie's thank you kiss when he moved his head so her lips connected with his, and the kiss lasted a bit longer than Melanie's.
"Hey you guys. This is our spy headquarters, not your personal love den!" Melanie kidded.
Katie moved back into her chair.
"Mel, you said you had rehearsal tomorrow. Do you think you could take James and me with you, so we can check out the locker?"
"You bet, Katie! Now, let's get out of here and watch the real fake spies on TV."
Saturday afternoon Melanie left the auditorium during a scene where her character wasn't on stage. She ran down the hall and unlocked the outside door which led to the gym and let in James and Katie. Knowing that they only had a few minutes, they headed to the boy's locker room. James entered first to be certain the room was empty, then motioned for the girls to follow.
Each locker was tagged with the name of the owner, lined up alphabetically, so it didn't take Katie long to find the one belonging to Eric. The locks were so old, it only took a slight pull for her to release the latch. The girls held their breath when the stench of dirty socks and sneaker escaped into their nostrils, but it was only for a second as Katie found the papers she was looking for.
They both had to stifle their cries of excitement when they saw what Katie was holding; a completed answer bluebook for the upcoming math midterm exam, and on the front cover, written in his own handwriting, was the name Eric Kramer.
Katie opened Chuck's locker and found another answer bluebook with his name on it. Melanie checked the time and seeing she needed to be back on stage in five minutes, closed the lockers and quietly left the gym, the test papers hidden securely in Katie's purse.
"I can't believe we did that!" Melanie whispered.
"What do we do now? Should we show the principal?" Katie replied.
"We'll figure it out tonight at my place. I have to get back on stage. I'll call you when I get home and we can make our plans later tonight. James, you go home, too."
"Ok, I'll see you later. Good luck girls, and Katie, please be careful."
"Don't worry, James. We'll let you know how it goes and thanks for the help." Katie said.
"Always happy to help out an UNCLE agent," James smiled and waved good-bye to the two girls as he headed home.
That night, Katie and Melanie finalized their plan to deal with Eric and Charles once and for all. They realized that if they reported them to the principal, or the math teacher, that they would not only have to reveal the name of the student who had told them about the cheating, but also who else was involved, and admit they had broken into the boy's locker room. They both knew that although it might have been the right thing to do in their parent's point of view, they were certain the rest of their classmates wouldn't think so. They had just started Junior High and being labeled a tattletale was not the reputation either of them wished to be tagged with for the next five years of public school.
After reading through several notes they had taken from watching past episodes of the television show, they came up with a plan. Melanie went upstairs and asked her father to borrow his Polaroid and his newspaper. She brought them back to Katie and took two photos of Katie holding the covers of the answer booklets, alongside the headline of the daily paper, then put the answer books into their filing cabinet.
Early Monday morning, Melanie put the photos into an envelope and placed one in Eric's locker and one in Chuck's, along with a note which read. Meet us after school by the football bleachers, or else.
Eric didn't say much when they arrived at the bleachers, but Chuck wasn't about to let them win without putting up a fight.
"These aren't ours," he lied. "I don't know what you girls are trying to do, but making up some fake pictures isn't going to work."
"Shut up, Chuck," Eric whispered, "As far as I'm concerned, it's working fine."
"We know you bought the test answers from Wyatt." Katie said. "And you know these are real because we found them in your lockers. Don't try to throw them out, we have copies hidden in a very secure place."
"Who told you?" Eric's freckles more pronounced since most of the blood had nearly drained from his face.
"None of your business. Let's just say it was a reliable source. But don't worry, we're not going to tell anyone," Melanie said. The boys started to relax a bit, and she continued, "As long as you agree to our demands."
"Whatever you girls want." Eric's voice was starting to crack.
"Shut up, Eric and let them talk," Chuck shouted, still not wanting to admit defeat.
"No more throwing snowballs, or putting things in our locker for starters," Katie began.
"And any other teasing of any kind will stop," Melanie continued. "And you won't tell anyone, not even Wyatt...especially Wyatt, that we found out about the cheating."
"Don't talk to us, don't talk about us, just pretend we don't exist and we'll do the same. Got it?"
Katie gave them a stern look that made it obvious to both boys that they had met their match.
The boys reluctantly agreed to the girls' demands and Katie tore up the photographs, but as promised, Melanie kept copies in her basement files just to make sure the boys wouldn't go back on their word.
Eric and Charles both failed the midterm and had to spend their summer vacation re-taking seventh grade math. Katie and James were inseparable and by the end of Junior High, had put the incident behind them. Melanie's performance in the play received great reviews, and she went on to star in many more productions throughout their high school years. True to her word, she never told anyone about the math midterm, or what she and Katie had done to Eric and Charles. Until now.
"The televison series ended the following year and my mom turned our basement U.N.C.L.E headquarters into a much more friendly storage room for her canned jams and jellies," Melanie told Don. "But I have to say, I was really glad that the Man from UNCLE gave us the courage to stand up to the two bullies."
"Glad to hear it. Did that other boy ever fess up to stealing the test in the first place?" Don asked.
"Wyatt you mean? No. But he did apologize to me at the Valentines dance for what Charles and Eric had done with that note. He said at the time he was just being a jerk to impress the guys and whoever he was dating at the time. We sort of began seeing each other in secret, he didn't think his jock buddies would approve of him dating an acting geek, at least that's what he told me. He came to nearly all of my performances and I'd sneak him into that room in the basement after the final curtain call. My parents never found out."
"It sounds like you would have made a really good spy," Don grinned.
"I seriously doubt that. Spies aren't usually as trusting as I was back then. Speak of past mistakes, see that guy over there?"
Melanie motioned to an overly animated figure dressed in beige shorts and a flashy Floridian print short-sleeve shirt. From where she was sitting, Melanie couldn't tell if his tan was natural, or sprayed on. She could have said the same about his sandy blond hair, which he kept pushing from his forehead with his fingers. It was a purposeful gesture indicating to the balding person he was talking to that he had retained part of his youth that the other man had obviously lost.
A sudden chill came over Melanie and she shivered slightly. She wasn't sure if it was the temperature in the lobby, or the memory of her youthful indiscretions that had caused the reaction.
"The one who looked like he just stepped off a cruise ship?"
Don nodded in the direction where Melanie was looking.
"Yeah, that's Wyatt Gaynes. Remember I told you he would come to my place after the performances? Nothing physical ever happened. All we ever did was talk. We had some really deep conversations about books and movies and even politics. Then the next day at school he would act as if he didn't even know me. When I told him I had been accepted to U.C.L.A. I thought he'd be excited for me. Instead, he became very angry. Even though I promised we would see each other when I came home on vacations, that wasn't good enough for Wyatt. I guess he thought I was going to stay here with him, if you can believe that. I'd never seen him that mad, and if I hadn't already bought my prom dress, I never would have gone with him."
"Did you at least have a good time?" Don asked.
"Yes, I suppose. That night he was back to his charming self. The guy was like two different people and unfortunately, I fell for the one who I thought was sincere."
Don could almost feel the invisible connection that evidently still existed between the woman with the story and the man she couldn't seem to take her eyes from.
"And I assume he wasn't?" he asked.
"The lying creep dumped me right after senior prom."
"Oh, I see."
Don had a feeling that a lot more happened after senior prom than Melanie was willing to share with a stranger, not even one with a bottle of wine in his hand.
"Need a refill?" he tried a weak grin.
Melanie returned his smile, but refused the drink. "No thanks, I see more of our class coming in and I need to get changed for the cocktail party. If you happen to serve any other members of my class, I trust you'll honor the bartender-drinker confidentiality and not say anything about what I told you."
"What exactly did you tell me?"
Don gave Mel a little wink.
"Thanks. So glad I didn't bore you with my little trip down memory lane."
"Not at all. I found that story of your small town history quite interesting. See you later."
Quite interesting, he thought as he watched Melanie walk toward the elevator. Stu was right when he suggested recruiting her and Katie for the mission. At first he didn't think the women would want to work with them because of classmate loyalties, but after he heard Melanie's story he was convinced they not only could help, but would be more than willing to bring Haussman, Kramer, and especially Gaynes to justice. And much to his amazement, he found himself looking forward to working with the very fascinating Melanie Tyler a lot more than he had originally thought.
For now Don had to put all thoughts about the mission, and Melanie, on hold as the reunion crowd began to fill the bar stools, and they were a very thirsty crowd.
Chapter Four
The Abbeyville Hilton suite provided the luxury of a relaxing hot tub, which Melanie took full advantage of before getting ready for the cocktail party. She unpacked her belongings, hung the black and white designer dress she was planning on wearing to the banquet the following night, and did her best to iron away the travel wrinkles from the ocean blue sleeveless dress she would be wearing to meet her former classmates whom she hadn't seen since they received their diplomas.
Melanie was a bit surprised by her reaction when she'd told Don about her former high school crush. She hadn't seen Wyatt Gaynes in nearly twenty years, but it seemed to her that the old adage was true; no matter how many candles you blow out each year, some flames continue to burn.
Melanie pushed the then and gone from her mind and continued to apply her make-up to the face in the here and now. She wished she had changed her attire before she met the bartender, but he hadn't seemed to have noticed. She certainly wasn't in the habit of talking about her personal life to complete strangers, but since she was only going to be in town for a few days, she really hadn't minded. She wasn't sure if she was looking forward to seeing old friends she hadn't seen in thirty years, or one very interesting stranger she had just met an hour ago.
After giving herself a final visual inspection in the full length mirror Melanie proceeded to the elevator which would transport her thirty years into the past. She pressed the down button just as a few other guests approached the doors.
"Melanie Tyler, is that you? A familiar male's voice asked.
"Bobbie! Bobbie Johnson? Yes, it's me. I thought you were in Europe."
"No, my company moved to Florida about six years ago. This is my wife, Christine."
They continued to engage in small talk as the elevator stopped at each floor and more members of the class of '72 entered and exchanged greetings all the way down to the lobby floor. Melanie glanced at the bar briefly to see if Don was there, but the crowd blocked her view, so she continued walking to the reception area.
Katie was seated at the registration table, taking checks and handing out name badges which had the yearbook photo on each one, so that everyone would know who they had been in their youth. The married women's name tags had both their married and maiden names written on them.
"Is James here?" Melanie put on her name tag.
"No. I guess he's still at the capital. I'm sure he'll be here soon. Go on inside and I'll be there as soon as everyone else arrives.
Melanie walked into the banquet room where there was a smaller bar set up with wine and beer.
Melanie did a quick 360 of the room. Katie really didn't have anything to worry about, she thought. Nearly every chair was occupied by a familiar body or the date of a familiar body. Melanie noticed just how much had not changed in three decades. The popular clique was huddled together in the back of the room exchanging photos of children and grandchildren and dishing dirt on the other attendees. It was painfully obvious to everyone else but them that they had let their beauty regimens go once they landed a husband.
The nerds were still nerds, only with cell phones instead of calculators. The former sports jocks were giving high-fives to their former glory days, while ignoring the fact they had gained as much weight around their waists as they had lost hair on their heads. She walked out to the patio to have one of her three-a-week allotted cigarettes, and was very relieved to see some of the members of her old drama club enjoying the same.
"Jennifer. Caroline. Francis. Hank. So this is where the cool kids are hiding."
She greeted her old friends as if she'd just seen them last week.
"Well, look who finally decided to attend a reunion," Jennifer said. "Ok, I win. Everybody pay up.""Oh, c'mon Jennifer. You actually made a bet on me? Didn't you see my name tag on the table?"
"Yes, like we saw it at the fifth, tenth and twentieth reunion," Hank said. "I thought it was a sure thing you'd be a no-show again this year, but it appears not." He opened his wallet and reluctantly handed Jennifer the money. "So, how's the big Hollywood star?" he teased.
Damn her contract, Melanie thought. These were the people who had given birth to her acting career. They had spent long hours, and nearly every weekend in rehearsals, performing plays for the community. If she couldn't trust her fellow thespians, who could she trust? She gave the answer in the well-known voice of Maggie Franklin, using a line from their ninth grade production of Thieves Carnival:
"Nothing to do, no where to go, and all the men are hideous. Quite, quite hideous." She took a drag from the cigarette, smiled and waited for their reaction.
"Hey, Mel, that's very good," Francis said.
"Yeah, you sound just like the character from that cartoon show, what's her name, Maggie something or other?" Jennifer added, "Quit kidding around Mel. Tell us what you've really been doing these past thirty years."
Melanie tried another line using a different voice, that of the female dinosaur from the latest full-length animated feature, but apparently none of her friends had seen the movie. Well, Melanie thought, I guess my secret is safe. She gave her next response was in her normal voice.
"I've been doing some extra work and a few small plays," She said, before changing the subject. "I don't see Debra or Cindy, are they here?
"Well, Cindy left the theater to become a lawyer. The last we heard, she'd left that too, got married and had a few kids. We haven't seen her in years." Francis said.
"Debra studied classical piano at Juliard and became a concert pianist. At the twentieth, she told us she recorded a few CDs, but her husband was getting tired of her frequent trips away from home, so she gave up her career and now only performs locally. I doubt she'll be here, I think she's too embarrassed."
"I would be too, Jennifer, if I had to give up my dream for some man," Caroline said, "I'm totally happy right here in Abbeyville, teaching drama to the next generation of wannabee actors."
"Speaking of wannabees, did you see who just walked by?"
Hank didn't even try to hide his disgust.
"Mr. Silver himself. Rumor has it that he never got over his father making big brother Jack the CEO of the papermill, but you'd never know it by the way he's stuttin' his stuff. I once made the mistake of asking him for a job at his little print shop after Jack moved the company headquarters to Mankato and a bunch of us were laid off. The bastard just laughed in my face. Then, he turns around and hires Chuck, of all people. Can you believe that? Told me he had some sense of loyalty because they played on the football team together. If you want my opinion, I think Wyatt is the biggest actor of all of us."
"He's definitely got the bullshit down, that's for sure. Oh crap, he's coming over," Jennifer said. "I'm going to the ladies room, Mel, you want to join us?"
The three women rose to leave, but Melanie's legs refused to follow.
"That's Ok. I'm fine," she said.
In reality she was anything but fine. It had been twenty years since she'd last seen Wyatt, but ever since she'd seen him in the lobby, she could not stop thinking about what she was going to say if and when he approached her. Try as she could to avoid looking at him, she found herself nearly staring.
Melanie finished the rest of her drink in one gulp and started coughing immediately. Hank began patting her on the back, which made her cough even louder, and she could feel the eyes of those on the patio staring at her. When she finally composed herself, she was stunned to see Wyatt standing directly in front of her. Except for a bit of extra weight around his waist, he still had that air of ego that permeated the entire room. Leave it to him to not only have kept all of his hair, but even though it had gotten darker with age, there wasn't a single gray one on his head.
"Melanie? Are you all right?" Hearing Wyatt say her name sent an involuntary shiver throughout Melanie's body.
"I'm fine Wyatt," she said coolly, "Excuse me, I need to get some water."
Melanie picked up her empty glass and left the patio, all the while mentally reprimanding herself for the way she had reacted. She had been married and divorced twice, and never even thought of those two much more recent relationships once they ended, but for some reason she couldn't seem to stop her body from trembling the moment Wyatt walked into the room. One of the reasons she hadn't attended any of the previous reunions was because she didn't know how she would react to seeing him again. Twenty years or twenty days, it didn't seem to matter where Wyatt Gaynes was concerned. Forgetting about the water, Melanie headed back out to the bar to refill her drink when Katie met her.
"Mel, isn't this great how many people actually came?"
"Congratulations, Katie. It looks like this weekend is going to be a success after all. I told you not to worry. How is James?"
Out of the corner of her eye, Melanie could see Wyatt in the back of the room, laughing with several of the old cheerleaders. She felt her face flush when she saw him deliberately direct his attention toward her.
"He's doing fine. He should be here any minute. Did you see Eric and Chuck come in together? I saw them talking to Wyatt when he arrived, now he's over there with his usual fan club. I swear, thirty years and he's not changed one bit."
"Well, some of us do actually grow up."
Melanie forced her attention away from Wyatt and back to her friend. "This wine isn't doing a thing for me. I'm going out to get my date, Jack Daniels. See you in a bit."
Melanie found an empty barstool and was relieved to see that Don was still on duty.
"Another white wine?" Don asked when Melanie put her empty glass on the bar.
"No thanks, Don. I need something stronger. Jack Daniels on the rocks, please."
He put a fresh drink in front of her. "J.D. is a strong drink. Must be a strong reason you switched."
"I think it's just this whole high school reunion thing. It always stuck me as odd how we can miss it and hate it at the same time. Sort of like we feel about old lovers. How can you miss someone you absolutely never want to see again?"
"Like that guy you were talking about earlier? Is he the reason for the sudden change in alcohol preference?"
"What makes you say that?"
"Well, you're out here alone and you've switched from wine to bourbon in less than an hour, so I'm guessing a man is probably the reason. Besides, I also noticed, unlike most of the other women here, you're not wearing a wedding ring."
"Dammit, Don. You're either the most observant bartender or the most chauvinistic!"
Instead of answering his question, she decided to redirect the conversation. She picked up his left hand, amazed how strong, yet soft, it felt.
"And you're single as well, I assume."
"You know what they say about assumptions, Mel. I might just not like to wear jewelry, or maybe I find that lovely women looking for a shoulder to unload on, tend to tip a lot better if they think there isn't any competition."
For the first time that evening, Melanie was beginning to enjoy herself, and it wasn't the three drinks she had consumed as much as she was enjoying the company of the person who had poured them. Melanie hadn't noticed before, but she could see an impression of very taut chest muscles beneath Don's bartender suit. She also noticed that his blue eyes sparkled every time he smiled, which was quite often when she caught him looking at her.
He had a strong jaw and a bit of stubble that made him a bit rugged, and if she didn't know better, she could swear he had dimples. She'd already established he was single, she wondered how old he was. She was about to ask when another of her classmates sat down next to her.
"I'll take a Vodka Gimlet, Don. Hi, Melanie. It's good to see you."
"Well, if it isn't my favorite film critic, Stuart Janns. Since you talked me into coming to this thing, you're buying."
"I almost didn't make it, but the film festival ended early, so I got on the first flight out of Aspen and checked in this afternoon. Don handed Stuart his drink and Stuart gave him his credit card. "Put the lady's drink on this, too, Don."
"Well, I'm just glad I never made it on the big screen, as they say. That way I avoided being the topic of one of your reviews. I've read some that were quite scathing," she smiled.
"Melanie is no slouch in the movie business. She's the voice of Maggie Franklin, and a few other animated film characters," Don said to Stuart.
"Don, how did you know that?" Melanie was stunned.
"You must have told me," he stammered a bit in reply.
"No, I told you a story about junior high, but I know I didn't have nearly enough to drink that I'd forget telling you something that confidential about the present. I hope that confidentiality agreement is still in force."
To reassure her, Don made the same phantom zipper gesture he had earlier.
"C'mon Mel," Stuart said, "What's the big deal if Don knows you do voice-over work? When you're as good at what you do as you are, why hide it. Right, Don?"
"For one thing, it's in my contract that I can't reveal to anyone that I'm the voice of Maggie Franklin and for another, Don is a complete stranger."
"Well, I wouldn't go that far. Don's been working here for at least, what is it now, Don, five years?"
"Something like that," Don replied.
"Ok, this is getting a bit weird," Melanie said. "Stu, I thought you told me you haven't been back to Abbeyville in years, and you're talking to Don as if you're old friends. Are you and he...?"
"Involved? No. I'm in a committed relationship." Stuart said.
"And I'm straight and not in a committed relationship," Don added, "But you're right. Stuart and I do know each other. We work together."
"Now I'm really confused. Stuart is a movie critic, and you're a bartender. What do you mean you work together?"
Don started to reply when a hand holding an empty class forced its way between Melanie and Stuart.
"Bartender, pour me something with a little kick, will ya? Scotch, neat."
Wyatt banged his glass on the bar several times, then turned his attention toward Melanie.
"I thought you said you were getting some water, that don't look like water to me."
"Wyatt, are you following me?"
"As a matter of fact, I am. You started coughing and ran out of the room. I wanted to see if you were all right."
Don handed Wyatt his drink without taking his eyes off the interaction between the couple.
"It was just getting a bit too stuffy in there." she started.
"Stuffy? Outside on the patio the one night in Minnesota where there isn't any humidity?"
Wyatt knew that Melanie was lying and he wasn't about to let her off the hook that easily.
"Let's just say it was a long day and I needed some air, ok?"
Melanie's frosty tone was more than enough to chill the scotch in Wyatt's hand, even without any ice cubes. In typical Wyatt fashion, he totally ignored her obvious disdain.
"Sure, so now that you got some air, and a refill, let's go back to the party. We haven't seen each other in years and I'd really enjoy catching up."
"I'm sure you would, Wyatt, but I think I'll just finish my drink right here and catch up with you later."
Like in about another twenty years.
"Later it is," Wyatt put his arm around her shoulder and pulled her closer to him.
"I've really missed you, Mel," he whispered. "Let's not make later too late, ok?"
"Sure, whatever, Wyatt," she shook his hand off her shoulder.
Wyatt picked up his drink, tossed a twenty-dollar bill on the bar and walked back to the party. He never noticed that Stuart was watching his every move from the moment he'd sat down, or that Stuart and Don were exchanging a series of visual signals the entire time Wyatt was talking.
Turning his attention back to Melanie, Stuart said, "Looks like you too are picking up right from where you left off in high school, Mel."
Before replying, Melanie took a large sip of her bourbon.
"Hardly. To tell you the truth, Stu, I was really surprised that Wyatt even bothered to come out here to see how I was, but I guess it's in his nature to pursue the ones who managed to get away."
"No regrets?" Stuart said.
"You're kidding, right? I came out here to get away from him," her annoyance with Wyatt was starting to overshadow her previous enjoyment of the evening. "Then he interrupts our conversation just as you were going to tell me about you and Don working together."
She was about to order another drink when she noticed Don had been replaced by a female bartender.
"Speaking of Don, where'd he go?"
"I think his shift just ended. Tell you what. Meet me in my room, its 212, when the cocktail party is over at eleven and we'll tell you everything."
"We? Who's we? You and Don? Stu, why all the mystery?" she checked her watch. "It's only ten o'clock, I can't wait another hour."
"Well, you're just going to have to," Stuart smiled at her unsatisfied curiosity, "and we also need to convince Katie to join us."
"Katie? Does she know what this is about?"
If Stuart answered in the affirmative, Melanie was going to have a serious talk with her girlfriend.
"No, not yet. But she will. Now, let's get back to the party."
Reluctantly, Melanie followed Stuart back to the ballroom. Katie had left her post and was talking to John and his wife. Not wanting to interrupt their conversation, she tried to find someone else to talk to, but her mind wasn't on catch-up small talk, so she found an empty table and waited for Katie to join her. She didn't have long to wait, as soon as she saw Melanie sitting alone, Katie excused herself and went to join her friend.
"Everyone's been asking where you went. James hasn't called and I'm starting to get a bit worried. Where were you?"
Before she had a chance to explain, Stuart approached them.
"Katie, it's very important that we have with you and Melanie after the party," he said. "Melanie, fill her in. I'll see you two at 11."
The urgency in Stuart's voice made both women nervous.
"What is he talking about?" Katie asked. "Fill me in on what? Who is we and why would I go to his room?"
"I'm as much in the dark as you are, Katie but somehow the bartender is involved as well. If I didn't know any better, I'd swear this is some kind of practical joke. From what I can tell, Don is single, really well-built and totally straight, so what's the worst that can happen?"
"Well, if this is a joke, someone went to an awful lot of trouble on our account. The least we can do is play along, until we find out what Don and Stuart are up to."
Melanie hoped she had convinced Katie to go with her. Fortunately, her friend didn't disappoint her.
"I can think of a lot of things those two might have in mind. Even in a boring town like Abbeyville crimes happen but I'm sure that's not their intent. Besides, I have to admit Stu has me very curious. I'll leave James a message on his cell to let him know where I am," Katie said. "I see a few people are already beginning to leave, so I'll go say goodnight and meet you by the elevator in an hour."
Katie left Melanie alone to contemplate Stuart's mysterious invitation. If Don had asked her to meet him alone that would have been a lot less mysterious then a foursome, especially since one of the four was totally monogamous and the other one was gay. Hopefully, the bartender would bring along a fifth to their little party. A "fifth" by the name of Jack Daniels.
Chapter Five
As her former classmates began leaving the cocktail party, they each made a stop at the entrance to tell Katie what a great time they had, and how much they were looking forward to the banquet on Saturday. Katie thanked them for attending, then quickly gathered the registration papers and called James to let him know she was going to be home late. When the call went to voice mail again, Katie started to feel an unfamiliar worry knot begin to grow in her stomach. There were many times the legislature would work late, but James always found a way to let her know what time he'd be coming home. If she didn't know any better, she might have suspected he was with another woman.
Katie met Melanie at the elevator and they entered together, but just before the doors closed completely, a man's hand triggered them to reopen. The hand was connected to the body of Wyatt, and his other hand was connected to the waist of the cocktail waitress who had been serving at the party.
"Hi girls. This is, uh . . . " he turned to look at the waitress' name tag, "Cheryl. Say hi to my good friends K.C. and Mel, Cheryl."
"Hi." The waitress was a little shy and appeared to be nearly half their age.
I guess he couldn't wait for later, Melanie thought.
"Robbing the cradle are we, Wyatt?" Melanie whispered her sarcastic question a bit too loudly. Fortunately the elevator stopped at the second floor and the women walked through the open doors before Wyatt had time to reply.
"Can you believe that guy? He's our age and he's still acting like he never left high school," Melanie's disgust was obvious by the tone of her voice.
"You should have heard him tonight, bragging about his stationery store to anyone who would listen. I swear if they took the letter I out of the alphabet, he wouldn't have anything to say!"
"Well, not that I'm trying to make excuses, but I heard he never got over Brenda, breaking their engagement years ago. He's still single and he always comes to events with a different woman on his arm. I think the guy is just lonely."
"Katie, you always did believe the best of people, but in this case, I think you're totally wrong. Wyatt is alone because any woman in her right mind wouldn't be able to put up with his bullshit any longer than one night."
Before Katie could reply, Melanie stopped in front of a door.
"Here it is. Room 212."
Melanie knocked on the door and Stuart let them into the suite. Don was sitting on the couch, surrounded by several unopened file boxes. There were maps laid out on the coffee table and a large white board was behind him.
"Welcome, ladies," he said. "Please make yourselves comfortable. I know it's late, but can I offer either of you a drink? Jack Daniels, as I recall Ms. Tyler."
Don rose from the couch and walked over to the wet bar.
"Now I'm Ms. Tyler? I'll take that drink, thank you Mr.?"
"Wagner. Donald Wagner."
Don answered in a much more formal voice than he used the last time he poured her the drink. "Anything for you, Mrs. O'Brien?"
"No thank you," Katie replied, "Stu, can you please tell us why we're here? I really need to get going."
Katie was becoming irritated. She still had a great deal of preparations to finish before the banquet the following evening and she needed to get a good night's sleep. Melanie took her drink and sat beside Katie on the couch.
"Ok, Mr. Wagner," She said, emphasizing the more formal name. "Will you please explain exactly why you asked us here?"
Instead of replying, Don reached inside his jacket pocket, pulled out a triangular yellow badge with a white numeral 11 printed in the center, and handed it to Melanie. Stu showed Katie an identical badge, only his had a numeral 2 in the center.
"Do you recognize these?" Don said.
"No, not really," Melanie said. "Should I?"
"Mel," Katie said, "You should know what these are. My sons used to play the same game we played when we were their age. These are UNCLE badges."
"From the old television show? You've got to be kidding. Stu, aren't you a bit old to be playing spies?" Melanie giggled and took a sip of her drink.
"I also have this." Stu handed Katie and Melanie his business card. The women started laughing when they saw what was printed on it. The watermark was a blue background with a yellow continent design. In the center there was a round globe with lines crossing through it. It sat on a solid black line, beneath which were the letters; U.N.C.L.E. United Network Command for Law and Enforcement printed on the top line, and beneath was the text: This is to certify that Stuart Janns has qualified for service with UNCLE and may be called to active duty with his/her section on 12 hours notice (Y3K7 - Hazardous Duty).
"Guys, these props must have cost you a bundle. Did you get this stuff on E-bay?" Melanie laughed.
"I'm not in the mood for jokes, Stuart. You know I'm worried about James and you made me stay late for this?" Katie was becoming furious. "I'm going home."
Katie stood to leave and Melanie was about to follow when Don's stern tone stopped them cold.
"Sit down, ladies. I assure you. This is no joke."
"Don. You don't have to frighten them. They have every right to think we're making this up," Stu turned his attention to the women. "Katie. Mel. The truth is, Don and I really are actual agents with the United Network Command for Law and Enforcement, just like the card says. I have been since my first year of college."
"C'mon Stuart. You're a movie critic, for God's sake, you're not a spy. You're gay!" Mel was beginning to feel the effects of the bourbon.
"We're not the military, Mel," Stuart's tone was completely devoid of any humor. "There is no ‘don't ask, don't tell’ policy in UNCLE, and the agency doesn't discriminate."
"Which is why, if you noticed, there is no silhouette of a man on the insignia."
Don picked up his card and returned it to his jacket pocket.
"You're right, Ms. Tyler, Stuart is a movie critic, which gives him an excellent cover identity so he can travel incognito to all parts of the world on assignment while he's also writing reviews."
"Don. The Man From U.N.C.L.E. was a fictional television show in the sixties. Katie and I just played spies, like I told you, with the guys from our class, but none of it was real. I think you guys are totally nuts."
"You're right about the television show, Ms Tyler..."
"And would you please stop with the Ms. Tyler crap," Melanie interrupted. "I'm sitting in your hotel room, after midnight on a Friday night, getting a bit drunk. I think you can call me Mel, Don."
Melanie not-too-subtly crossed her legs at the thigh. The move didn't go unnoticed by Don. He smiled warmly and continued.
"As I started to say, Mel, you're right about the television show. All those exotic locations were built on a Paramount Studio sound stage and the agents were actors, however, the scripts were all written using specific codes that were transmitted to real agents all over the world."
"You're kidding, right?" Katie was having a difficult time believing what she was hearing, but she was no longer in any hurry to leave.
"That was one of the reasons each episode was called the "such and such" Affair. The title was the key to the code, which was usually integrated into the Solo character's dialogue. The key, as well as the code, was changed each week."
"With the help of the producers and writers, we were able to infiltrate the entire THRUSH organization," Stu added, "Once it was disbanded, we no longer had any need for the television show, so it was cancelled."
"Ok, so let's assume we believe you, which I'm not quite sure I do, that doesn't explain why you're telling us all of this, or why I'm sitting in your hotel room instead of asleep in my own." Melanie was going to add, with Don, but didn't want to upset Katie.
"Or why I'm here instead of at home with my husband!"
Katie was beginning to lose her usual calm demeanor.
"The details are in these files and we'll have more time tomorrow to go over them with you..."
"Tomorrow?" Katie interrupted, "I can't do anything tomorrow, I'm in charge of the entire reunion!"
"We'll meet early in the morning. It won't take more than a few hours to go over everything. I promise you'll have plenty of time to make your reunion," Don said. "Believe me, Katie. After I tell you what is going on, I think you'll agree the situation is a bit more serious than your little party."
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