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Chapter One – The Present  -  Duluth, Minnesota 1991 

Time rushes by like a stampede of horses, often trampling the life from the soul and leaving only the dust 

to settle on the heart.  

    ***   

The afternoon sunlight sprinkled through the trees on the hillside cemetery casting a murky blue shadow 

over the vast Superior waters below.  A woman stood looking down at the grassy knoll peppered with 

gravestones.  Silently, she kneeled to touch one nearest her feet. She ran her fingers over the words on 

the headstone: Beloved Mother, Sister and Daughter. She paused on the word sister, gently caressing it 

with her fingertips  

The trees rustled and the woman shivered.  Wrapping her arms around herself, she stood and turned 

towards her car.   Memories flooded through her mind as she walked from the cemetery, struggling to 

leave the past behind.    

    *** 

Gregg Phillips sat in his office reading his notes from his session with Stacey Walker earlier that day.   

He’d always liked his office in the sixteen-story Alworth Building, but today he wondered if perhaps it 

wasn’t the best place to treat the mentally disturbed.    

He’d found his patient standing by the window, clutching the draperies, sobbing hysterically as if she 

wanted to fling herself to the ground below.  As his hand caressed her arm, she’d shuddered beneath his 

touch.  Her shoulder length red hair glistened from the sunlight spreading across the room, yet her face 

was ashen; her almond shaped eyes were filled with the tears that moistened her cheeks.  She’d gazed 

past him as if he were only a fixture in the room.  Their first session had been difficult and today was not 

much of an improvement.   

It didn’t take him long to discover Stacey Walker had a great distrust of men, and he was curious as to 

why she’d chosen a male psychiatrist.   Smiling to himself he recalled her abrupt answer, "I wanted a 

good doctor.  I couldn't hold it against you because you're a man." 

Philips recalled giving her his standard doctor – patient speech.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           

“I usually have a very informal relationship with my patients.  If you have no objection, I'd like us to be on 

a first name basis." 



 “Perfect," she’d snapped.  "I'd rather be called anything than Mrs. Walker."  Then just as abruptly her 

voice softened.  "You may call me Stacey, but calling you by your first name, well - I just couldn't.  I’m not 

ready."  

Phillips walked to window and stared down at the lake below.   Just how would Stacey Walker “get ready” 

for the long therapy that was ahead of her and how long would it take to break through the barrier of 

mistrust she nurtured?    

                                                        **** 

Duluth - One Week Later 

Stacey stood on the pier staring at the Alworth Building, impatiently waiting for the Aerial Bridge to 

descend.  Perhaps Phillips would assume she wasn’t coming back.  That would be the easy way out.  Yet 

he seemed so warm; she found it hard not to stare into his azure blue eyes and want to tell him 

everything. 

A nostalgic smile spread over her face as she noticed the seagulls gliding through the air, circling the 

shoreline of Lake Superior before perching themselves on the rocks that framed the abundant water.   

Canal Park was alive with tourists, causing the birds to screech and squawk, fighting for any tiny crumb 

that might be tossed their way.     

Stacey caught her breath as reality ripped at her insides, shredding the aura of optimism and erasing her 

smile.   She closed her eyes as Gary’s words played over and over in her head. "Go ahead, call the 

police.  Vicki will never believe you.   She’s my daughter. You never wanted her."   

Stacey rubbed the side of her neck as a long breathy sigh escaped her lips.  Pacing wouldn’t make the 

Aerial Bridge go down any faster.   For twenty-three years she’s lived on Park Point and every summer 

the bridge had managed to make her late for at least one appointment.   If only she hadn't gone home for 

lunch.  But then she would have missed her daily argument with Vicki. . .        

"Perhaps I was wrong to let you talk me into therapy."   

"Don't go there, Mom.  We both know you haven't been yourself since everything changed.   And I bet 

you've lost close to twenty pounds." 

"That's ridiculous!" 

 "Look in the mirror, Mother,” Vicki burst out.   "Your cheeks are protruding and your skirts fit you like 

gunnysacks.  It’s funny Henry Stubben hasn't demanded you take a leave of absence.  He must love the 

red head in the baggy suits representing his advertising agency."  



 "Henry's son died in Vietnam.  He knows what it's like." 

  "Does he know you scream out in your sleep almost every night; that you never socialize with anyone 

except for business; does he know how obsessed you are with my life?   You've blamed Daddy for 

everything bad in your life, and now you're trying to accuse me of deliberately dating a man because he's 

just like him."  

 "Well excuse me if I don't see what a twenty-two year old girl sees in a divorced bartender almost twenty 

years older than she is!"  

"Come on, Mother, let's forget about Tony and get serious.  You should have been in therapy long ago." 

"You didn't tell your father about Dr. Phillips!" 

"I promised I wouldn't.   Besides, you're paranoid about Daddy.  He would never deliberately hurt you or 

me."    

Stacey jumped as the bridge horn announced the passage of a lengthy ore boat through the canal and 

brought her thoughts back into the present and the soon to be missed appointment. 

 Ten minutes later she stood fidgeting in a crowded elevator.  Squeezing her clammy hands together, 

Stacey glanced up as the elevator came to a halt.   Why do they always stop on every floor when one is 

in a hurry?    

Stacey cringed inside remembering the two business appointments she’s botched already this week.  And 

what about the crumbling relationship with her daughter?  Was it because Vicki was so much like her 

father?  Although tall and slender like her mother, Vicki not only inherited her father's golden locks but the 

same cobalt blue eyes that could easily bring anyone to judgment with one intimidating glance.   Lately, 

Stacey wondered which daughter will come home from work: Dr. Jekyll or Mr. Hyde.   She guessed it 

didn’t matter.  She couldn't cope with either one.    

Stacey felt relieved when the elevator door finally opened on the fourteenth floor.   She rushed towards 

Phillips' office.   The receptionist looked up and smiled politely while Stacey solemnly chewed on her 

bottom lip. 

The clock struck two and Phillips' office door opened.  A tall Hispanic boy walked through the doorway, 

followed closely by a middle-aged man.  Just under six feet, Gregg Phillips was several inches shorter 

than his patient.  Though his thick black hair was highlighted by streaks of gray, his full-face beard was 

tinged by only one small patch on the side.   His white shirt was unbuttoned at the neck; his tie loosened 

slightly at the collar.  The turned up cuffs on his shirt emphasized his casual style, but it was easy to see 

his designer clothing was carefully coordinated and meticulously tailored.  Phillips was in his late forties, 

yet his slim physique was minus the paunch usually predominant in a man his age. 



 "Set up another appointment for Ramon, Miss Shaffer." Phillips gestured towards the Hispanic boy.  

Then he turned towards Stacey, extending his hand.  "Nice to see you again, Stacey.  Why don't you go 

into my office and make yourself comfortable?" 

 Phillips joined Ramon at the desk and placed his hand on the young man's shoulder, escorting him into 

the corridor.  

Stacey stepped into Phillips' office and quickly sat down on the sofa. She knew better than to venture 

close to the window and risk another fiasco like last week.   She glanced around the room thinking the 

office was as warm as Phillips seemed to be.   The cozy replica of a living room was arranged at one end 

while an immaculate walnut desk stood at the other.   Seeing Gregg Phillips with another patient intrigued 

her.   Perhaps he was unique: a man of his word. 

     ***   

 Phillips joined her quickly and, as he did at their two previous sessions, he sat in the leather chair directly 

across from her.  He casually crossed his leg over his knee.  His thoughts, however, were on the previous 

week’s conversation with his patient.  

"In lieu of hospitalization, I'm going to prescribe an antidepressant which I think is necessary at this time." 

She’d silently ripped the prescription from his hand. 

"Stacey, depression is an illness just as real as any other illness.  Once you've taken the medication and 

are physically rested, we can effectively deal with the problems that are causing you so much anxiety." 

 She’d turned away from his gaze.   "I have to stay in control. Anything else would be too much of a risk." 

Today, eyeing his patient, Phillips noticed she appeared relaxed and alert.  He hoped that meant she was 

taking the medication, but assumed nothing. 

 "You're looking much better, Stacey.  Did you get some rest this week?" 

 Her dimpled cheeks accented her smile.  "I would have called if there was a problem."  

He raised a brow.  She almost seemed to be toying with him but still her smile never reached her eyes.     

"And the medication?"  

 She squirmed in her seat for a moment, and then laughed softly.  "Yes, doctor, I’m taking the meds." 

 Last week it was desperation he saw in her eyes, but today she was different.  He wasn't sure if it was 

hostility he sensed or a facade of confidence designed to overshadow the previous week's hysteria.  In 

either case, he cautioned himself not to minimize her problems.   



 "Stacey, I know you are unhappy at the prospect of taking medication, but sometimes learning to trust 

means taking a risk." 

She looked away from him and began to rub the side of her neck with her fingertips.     

 Again, the same nervous habit from previous sessions.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      

"Stacey," he coaxed, "do you want to trust me?" 

"I don't know how to trust." Her voice quivered. 

Phillips extended his hand and watched as she responded with hesitation before placing her hand in his.  

He wrapped his fingers around hers and squeezed gently.  "You're not alone anymore.  I'm here for you 

day or night, but I need your trust if we are to accomplish anything in these sessions." 

Her silent glare seemed to accuse his gesture of a sinister purpose.  Phillips subtly ended the contact and 

leaned back in his chair.  

“What are you thinking about right now, Stacey?" 

 Her face was a picture of profound emptiness.  As her eyes met his, they suddenly flooded with tears. 

Phillips felt an overpowering desire to comfort her.   His voice subdued, he spoke.  "Stacey, remember 

what I said about trust." 

"When I left your office last week, I--I had no intention of filling the prescription.  Taking the medication 

was one of the hardest things I've ever done."  

Phillips smiled.  "Thank you, Stacey.  Honesty is a good start." 

 Stacey sighed.  "I guess I was afraid the medication would make me more vulnerable." 

 "Vulnerable?" 

 "You know - lose control." 

 Phillips never took his eyes from hers.    

"The past hasn't been easy, I mean--, I guess living in Gary's house hasn't helped, but he insisted we stay 

there after the divorce." 

“But you’re a very beautiful woman and that was a very long time ago.  Yet you have never remarried?"  



Her face became a portrait of contempt as her voice pitched close to screaming,   "I don't need a man to 

make me happy.  I've had all the dishonesty I can handle for one lifetime!"  

Phillips brow arched as his tongue slithered discreetly across the inside of his lower lip.  Stroking his 

beard, he carefully contemplated his next statement.  

"Tell me why you still stay in the house if living there makes you feel so uncomfortable?" 

Stacey quickly straightened her posture.  "Selling the house would be breaking a promise to Victoria, but 

sometimes I feel helpless there, like a caged animal." 

 Phillips scowled.  "Does your daughter make you feel like a caged animal?”    

Her hands were shaking as she clenched them together.    "It’s not Victoria --- I mean --it doesn't matter.  

It's a big house, and we can easily live together without ever having to speak to one another." 

 "Is that the way you want to live, Stacey?" 

 He could hear the tears in her voice as she shook her head.  "I have to stop the curse.  It wants to 

destroy all of us."  

 With clasped hands, Phillips leaned back in his chair.  His index fingers pointed upward and pressed 

against his lips, he tried to disguise a smile.  "Are you saying cursed as in retribution?" 

Her cheeks flushed.  "I didn't come here to amuse you, doctor!"  

Phillips sobered.  "I apologize, Stacey.  I didn't mean to make light of your fears.  You see, I don't believe 

in curses, but I do believe in you and your feelings are very important to me.  Suppose, for the sake of 

discussion, I were to assume such a thing were possible.  To whom are you referring as 'all of us'?" 

She fidgeted in her chair before continuing.  "I -- it's a very long story." 

Phillips handed her a glass of water.  "I have plenty of time, Stacey.  Why don't you tell me about it, from 

the beginning?" 

                                                                   ### 
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