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I had to get out of there. I was trying to
run, but my legs felt like lead weights. I couldn't move fast
enough. I turned to see if I was being followed, but I wasn't. The
doors to the reunion were closed and no one followed. I ran passed
the reception table that had been set up in the hallway. While
fighting the dizzy feeling, I swayed, nearly colliding with the
table. Beads of sweat were forming on my forehead as I continued
out the heavy doors that led to the parking lot. The night air felt
good against my face as I was overheating. The dizziness was still
there, but I was focused on getting to my car.

"Sarah!" I heard a female voice behind me. I
didn't stop. I hurried my pace that was not quite a jog. I had
parked at the far left of the lot, which was just a hundred yards
away. I dug in my pocket to find the lone key that I carried. I
hadn't taken a purse in. The key felt cool in my sweaty hand. I got
to my car, but my key wouldn't cooperate. I couldn't hold my hand
steady enough to get the key into the door lock.

"Sarah!" I heard my name again. I looked up
this time to see my friend, Kelly, running towards me. I steadied
myself by placing my hand on the roof of the car. I breathed. I
need to get myself together, I told myself. I closed my eyes
and tried to focus on my breathing.

"Sarah, wait up!" Kelly ran towards me. I
didn't want to talk to her, but actually ignoring her would make
matters worse. As I focused on my breathing, I could feel my heart
calm. When Kelly got to my car, I noticed she was breathing heavily
from running. She held up a finger to signal for me to wait a
minute. I rubbed my face. I didn't know what to make of the
situation.

Coming to my fifteenth high school reunion
was the last thing I had wanted to do. I only made the trip from
Baltimore to Butler, because Kelly guilted me into it. The
dedication to my lost friend was also persuasive. My best friend,
Grace Henderson, disappeared our senior year. The senior class
president, Alex Miller, had asked me to say a few words about Grace
at the reunion. Although I had no idea what I would have said, I
never got the chance.

As the night's events kept racing through my
head, the dizziness returned along with my panic. My heart started
beating faster again. The evening had been rather pleasant until
the police officer inside just announced they found remains.
Remains they thought belonged to Grace. To have her remains found
on this night, of all nights, it was just a nightmare.

"Sarah, are you alright?" Kelly panted. It
was then that I noticed the two police cars parked along the
sidewalk. Two officers occupied the cars. They were just sitting
there. The sight of them made my heart beat even more quickly.

"No," I replied, "I need to get out of here."
I finally successfully unlocked the car door.

"Wait," she said as she rounded the front of
the car and headed for the passenger side door, "I'll go with you."
She looked in the direction of the school, but said nothing as she
got in.

"I'd rather be alone," I hoped she understood
as I continued, "I need to process this."

"I know," she patted my arm as we both sat in
the car at the same time. I didn't start the car immediately. I was
trying to figure out a polite way of saying, "Get out." Nothing
came to me. The image of the officer inside occupied my mind. He
stood next to Alex, just as Alex was going to make a speech as the
former class president. I could only imagine the conversation
happening inside now. I’m sure everyone was wild with ideas of what
happened. I hoped no one noticed my absence.

"Let's go to your parents' house," Kelly
offered. I looked at her. I really wanted to be alone, but she
didn't seem to be taking my non-verbal cues. I had to weigh my
options. Offend my friend by asking her to leave, returning to the
reunion to find out what else they knew, or just let Kelly stay in
the car while I roamed around as I tried to figure out a plan. I
was fortunate that my mind worked quickly under pressure, likely a
result of being a detective for so many years. I choose not to say
anything. I started the car. When driving an old car, actually
starting the engine sometimes takes longer than one desires. When
in a panic state, it takes what feels like forever. As the engine
finally roared to life, I sighed, "Let's go."

I drove out of the parking lot and headed
towards my parents' home. I really didn't want to deal with them at
this particular moment. They were great parents, but at the time, I
wanted to be alone. Being alone was good. I was used to it living
by myself in Baltimore. I continued driving.

"Where are you going?" Kelly asked. Her voice
startled me as I had forgotten she was in the car. She had been
silent since we left the parking lot. I had zoned out while trying
to figure out what I should do.

"Are you going to be okay?" she asked with
hesitation. I didn't reply. I didn't know the answer. For years, I
had feared this day. I feared that Grace would be found. It was
only a matter of time before all the pieces of the puzzle would be
put together. I didn't know what the picture would include for me
when that puzzle was completed.

As I continued driving, the last time I saw
Grace flashed in my mind. We had just celebrated our cheering
season and had received trophies at a banquet. A bunch of friends
from our regular group had gone out after to celebrate. Grace was
to spend the night at my house. We were just outside my house when
we started discussing the upcoming prom. We had planned to go
together as it was our senior year. We had been best friends since
we were preschoolers. We were always together. She was more like a
sister than a friend. We had been neighbors at first, but then she
moved across town, though in reality, it was just a mile away.
During the summers, we would spend weeks at each other’s homes. We
could finish each other’s sentences. As graduation approached, we
knew our time together was limited. We’d be heading off to
different colleges. We had the plan for prom before the date was
even announced. As we headed inside my house, she mentioned that
she planned go to prom with Alex Miller instead. I lost it.

Alex was the class president, a star
athletic, and rather popular. All the girls swooned over him,
although I didn’t completely get it. He was a good-looking guy I
supposed, but I had never given him much thought when we were in
high school. He hung out with our group of friends on occasion. She
said she had a crush on him and wanted to go to prom with him. I
didn't know what came over me, but I yelled at her. Something that
I had never done before, we never fought. I felt betrayed. I didn't
understand how she could decide something like that without at
least talking to me about it. The argument grew more heated as it
went on. She said she was going home. As she got up to leave, I
have no idea why, but I hit her. I hit her with the cheerleading
trophy. Hurting her was the last thing I wanted, but as I brought
the trophy down, it hit her on the back of the head as she was
trying to get away. She continued running. I yelled out for her,
but she wouldn't stop. I ran after her with trophy in hand. I saw
her blood on the trophy and panicked. She had gone into the woods
behind my house. The trees were the barrier between our
neighborhood and Mack farm. I followed her to Mack farm. It was so
dark out. The farm had a huge field bordered by a shallow forest of
old trees. The same horrible feelings rushing through me on that
night were the same as I drove my car with Kelly beside me.

"Sarah, you're scaring me," Kelly remarked.
Her voice brought me back to the present. "Say something!" she
exclaimed. I clenched the wheel, my knuckles turned white. I had
zoned out.

"I don't know what to say," I finally
responded, "this is so much." My car seemed to be driving itself. I
didn't remember passing the cemetery, but we had just passed under
the Highway. Soon we were taking the turn onto Lakeshore Drive. "I
need to think," I said aloud.

"Let's just stop the car. Tell me what you
are thinking," she said. I continued driving ignoring her idea of
stopping. Just as I had that thought, I saw the small, stone
driveway to the pier. Many of us would come to this lake in the
summertime to fish, to swim, or to hang out. It wasn't a big lake,
but it was a good spot to hide from our parents and just relax. The
water was likely unsanitary to swim in, but when young, we didn't
care. I slowed the car as the gravel flew into the air and dinged
the sides of the car. I was suddenly glad that I drove a
ten-year-old car. A few more dings wouldn't hurt. At least I
finally knew where I was going. The lake was a perfect place to
clear my head and start sorting through this. As I drove to the end
of the gravel road, a wooden sign against trespassers marked the
end. As a police officer, I would normally adhere to that sign, but
on this night, I shut off the car and got out.

"Sarah, really, please speak to me..." Kelly
followed. We walked around the sign and through the trees. There
was some light brush before we got to the decrepit pier that was
once our teenage hang out. I took in the night air. I breathed. I
was no longer sweating or dizzy. My heartbeat was slightly faster
than normal. For whatever reason, this place encouraged calmness,
and it was helping. I found the remains of a piling and sat down. I
put my head in my hands and breathed again. This time I took in as
much air as possible. Kelly was standing in front of me.

"Better?" she asked with a slight tone of
annoyance. I looked up at her.

"Sorry," I offered. "I just needed to get out
of there." I went silent. I didn't know if talking to Kelly was the
best idea. As a detective, I was quite aware of what talking could
lead to...more trouble. I looked around the lake. There were only a
few stars out. The water was quiet. A few frogs disrupted the
otherwise complete silence.

"I know," she sighed, "that was something
else." She moved towards another piling that was across from me.
She looked around as well and took in the calmness. "What are you
thinking?"

"I don't know," I breathed, "It's almost too
much to really think about." It wasn't exactly the truth, but I
wasn't ready to spill my guts to her. Even though she was one of my
only friends, our relationship was not the type where we bared our
souls. We talked when we could, but we rarely saw each other except
for the infrequent occasions that allowed our paths to meet. Her
presence was appreciated, as she obviously cared about me. It was
because of her that I had gone to the reunion.

She had convinced me to go to the reunion
because she wanted to exact revenge on her ex-husband, Don, who
also was an old classmate. Their divorce was ugly. He had cheated
on her with multiple women without her having a clue until she
found the video stash. Since then she had made plenty of changes in
her life. She was working in New York as a pharmaceutical
salesperson, traveling for work. She had lost a bunch of weight,
and she looked great. She hoped tonight would be payback. It didn’t
start out that well for her, but before the announcement, she
looked very happy. Don had looked pretty miserable. He couldn’t get
the time of day from any of the women. Apparently, his private film
collection was not that private as most everyone knew about it.

"What do you think is going on at the
school?" I asked. I wanted her to tell me nothing, but I knew that
to not be the case.

"I bet the room is buzzing. I can't believe
they just came into the reunion and told us that. What a way to
break up a party!" She scoffed, "I bet everyone is concerned for
you. You and Grace were best friends so we all know her
disappearance has affected you the most."

"Yeah . . ." I didn't know what else to
say.

"Maybe we should go back and talk to the
police officers. You are likely the one they want to talk to the
most after all-"

"No!" I cut her off, "I can't do that right
now." I went silent again. I looked up and stared at the few stars.
I saw a shooting star go by. I closed my eyes to wish that I would
wake up from this nightmare. I exhaled and opened my eyes. Kelly
was still there, and I was still at the lake. It was real.
Damn. I ran my fingers through my hair. I'm not sure how
much time passed, but the silence was interrupted by Kelly's phone
ringing.

"Hello?" she answered. After a brief pause,
she responded, "Yes, I'm with her. She had to leave. She just needs
time to adjust to this." Again, she was silent listening to the
caller on the other end.

"Ok, I'll see. I'll call you back." She
closed the phone and looked at me. I could see she was
contemplating something by the way her eyes moved. My experience as
a detective came in handy quite often, even in personal
situations.

"That was Annie. She wanted to know if I knew
where you were. After all the commotion, she and Alex were looking
for you. They got worried when they couldn't find you."

"Annie and Alex?" I asked.

"Yeah, she suggested that they meet us at
your parents’ house. They already spoke with the officers." Annie
was another friend of mine. She was a sweet girl I had associated
with in high school. We hadn't kept in contact all that much since,
but she was a genuinely nice person. She was a quiet girl. She had
gotten married and had kids. Her husband seemed like a nice guy
too. It wasn't a surprise that she would be concerned. Alex,
however, did surprise me. He was a nice person, but we weren't
close. When we had hung out in the same group of friends, we
talked, but I never considered him a friend.

I had been completely surprised by his
attention earlier this evening at the reunion. He had approached me
upon my arrival. He had kept his good looks over the years. His
hair was still blond, but his blue eyes were more striking than I
remember. In combination with his strong jaw line, I found it
easier to understand why all the girls had fussed over him years
ago. At first, it was just small talk. I found out he was divorced,
but with no kids. Just like me. He then had decided to sit by me at
the table for dinner. I was taken aback by his apparent interest in
keeping our conversation going throughout the evening. He even
forced me to dance with him. Not that it was such a bad thing; in
fact, it was rather nice to have the attention of a good-looking
guy. He was tall with broad shoulders. It was if he was still the
athlete that I knew him to be in high school, but all grown up-- in
a really nice suit. His touch gave me a tingling sensation that was
not normal. I didn't know what to make of his attention earlier,
and I surely figured he had better things to do than be concerned
about me.

"What do you say?" Kelly's words interrupted
the flashback of the evening.

"What do you mean?"

"Can we go back to your parents' house?
Annie, her husband, and Alex will meet us there," she said as she
moved in the direction of the car. She looked over her shoulder at
me waiting for a response. I thought about it for a few
seconds.

"I am not sure my parents' house is the best.
I don't want to bother them. How about the diner? I could use some
coffee." My parents were nice people, but showing up with a group
of people after nine o’clock was not going to go well. My dog was
at their house. The thought of him actually made me wish I agreed
to my parents’ house. Living alone in Baltimore, my dog was my only
companion. I loved to see him after a long day’s work. I had
adopted him as a pup after he was rescued from a pet shop that was
shut down by the city.

"Deal; Hardwood Cafe it is," she said as she
opened her phone and pressed some buttons. She started walking
through the weeds. I followed.

"Annie, we'll meet you at the Hardwood Cafe,
okay?" I heard her say as we continued to the car. I just
followed.

"Okay, sounds good," she continued. She
closed the phone as we opened the doors to the car.

 


* * * * *

 


When we got to the diner, I began to have
second thoughts. I really didn't want to be around anyone. Although
these people were trying to be good friends, I really didn't need a
friend. I needed time to think. I needed to go home to Baltimore. I
needed my dog. I needed to pretend that this night never happened,
or the night fifteen years ago. As I put the car in park, I looked
at Kelly, "I think I'm just going to go home. I'm not really up for
this." Kelly just looked at me. "I imagine Annie will take you back
to your car at the school," I continued, "Sorry, Kelly."

"Don't be sorry. I get it. I cannot imagine
how difficult this is for you," she replied, "but I don't want you
to be alone. You need your friends."

"Thanks, but I-"
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