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			Joshua Harrison, 17, Lathrop High School graduate and boyfriend of slain West Valley High School student Kirsten Richards, was found dead Monday afternoon from an apparently self-inflicted gunshot wound to the head. 

			Sandy Harrison, 12, Joshua Harrison’s sister, found the body of the former high school basketball standout slumped on the floor next to his bed in the family’s Fort Wainwright home, according to Army public information officer, Captain Roger Smith. Parents Bradley and Gloria Harrison were not home at the time. Police recovered a recently fired pistol and a handwritten note near the body. The firearm was confirmed as belonging to Bradley Harrison, a U.S. Army colonel stationed at the fort for the past three years. Military investigators have not disclosed the contents of the note.

			Fairbanks police considered Joshua Harrison a person of interest in the disappearance and killing of Richards, who went missing November 29, 1990, but police never named him or anyone else as a suspect. Richards’s body was found on April 23, buried in the woods near her family’s Two Rivers home. A medical examiner’s report showed that the National Honor Society student and cheerleader, who had planned to attend the University of Oregon after graduating in May, had been beaten and strangled. There was no evidence of sexual assault. Police sources revealed Friday that an arrest in the unsolved murder was imminent.

			In a brief press conference today, Fairbanks Police Chief Randy Manning said, “There are no plans at this time to make an arrest. We are continuing the investigation of Ms. Richards’s death.”

			Joshua Harrison and Richards were seen together in his blue Mustang on Chena Hot Springs Road on the night that she disappeared. When questioned by police, Harrison said he dropped Richards off outside her house about 10:30 p.m. and then drove home to study for a history exam.

			Harrison and Richards dated during their senior years at rival high schools. When Lathrop and West Valley squared off on the basketball court, Harrison was often the leading scorer for his team, while Richards led the cheerleading squad on the opposite side of the gym.

			Tensions ran high at both schools and in the community throughout the winter as the mystery of Richards’s disappearance dragged on and then again in the spring, after her body was found. When a small group of spectators hurled derogatory names at Harrison as he entered the West Valley gym for a game in February, the disturbance quickly escalated, and school officials called off the match, fearing a brawl would ensue. With state playoffs approaching, the school district speculated about calling an early halt to the basketball season to avoid future incidents, but Harrison withdrew from the team voluntarily before the regional finals. Although Harrison was named valedictorian of Lathrop’s class of 1991, he did not attend his school’s graduation. 

			Several suspicious incidents were reported at the Harrisons’ home during this time. In March, the windshields of Joshua Harrison’s car and a family vehicle were shattered. In early April, a dead dog was found in the family’s driveway. A two-foot-high, burning cross was placed in the family’s front yard the day after Richards’s body was found.

			Law enforcement officials investigated the cross burning incident as a possible hate crime but have not been able to identify the perpetrators or confirm whether the act was an attack on the younger Harrison. His father is black, and his mother is white. Richards was also white. 

			Although Harrison’s death is still under investigation, military investigators do not suspect foul play.

			Harrison family friend Vivian Scott said today, “This is a tragic waste of a young life. This is a terrible loss not only for Josh’s family but also for the rest of the world, which had yet to see what great things this wonderful young man could achieve.” 

			The Richards family could not be reached for comment. 

		

	


	
		
			1

			I immediately recognize the other three members of the “Gang of Four,” as we used to be known in the newsroom, even though I haven’t been back to Fairbanks to see them in twenty years. They’re in a familiar setting—hunched around the back table at Big Al’s—the way we used to be after deadline at 1:00 a.m., except for Vicki—she never hunches. Her glass of white wine stands out like a pearl amid stones next to Chad and Bill’s two rounds of cheap beer. They probably ordered a bottle for me when they saw me walk in the door, not knowing that I’m strictly a martini sipper now.

			I’ve been Julia Silver from Seattle for the past two decades, with a national reputation as a journalism professor and columnist, and I’ve accepted the intriguing invitation to teach as a guest instructor at the University of Alaska Fairbanks for the next nine months. But I still feel like Julia Wilkes, Fairbanks reporter, here in the bar that hasn’t changed much from June 1991 to late August 2011. Except that now the building stands as a lone sentinel in a parking lot across the street from The Messenger—its gray, windowless exterior adorned only by the eight-foot-high sign that stretches across the front edge of the roof, shouting “Big Al’s” in black and red outlined letters, a landmark or an eyesore, depending on the beholder. 

			The other businesses that lined up next to the bar for years—the family-owned hardware store, the Mexican restaurant that used to be a Greek restaurant, the other Greek restaurant that used to be a diner that used to be a Mexican restaurant that used to be a diner—have been removed to make way for a new bridge over the Chena River that, in a couple of years, will send traffic one way and opposite to the Cushman Street Bridge, a downtown fixture.

			Inside Al’s, the mounted grizzly remains at the entrance, its mouth still full of bottle caps from patrons carrying on the tradition of tossing caps into the toothy target. Moose and caribou heads still stare out from the dingy walls. The moose head is still wearing a Yankees cap. A dozen or so pendulum lamps hang from the low-beamed ceiling; the ones that are working draw circles of dusty, gold light. The interior air retains the familiar smells of wet wool and stale smoke that has been permanently absorbed into the fixtures. The disgusting block of cheddar still sits on the end of the bar, waiting for those with impaired judgment to slice off a snack. I doubt that Al’s has become the place for a classy drink, so a struggling news reporter’s brand of alcohol will have to do for me tonight. 

			“Ah, she returns to the scene of the many crimes,” calls out Chad, a sports reporter at The Messenger—or “The Ger” as we called it the last time I saw him. He pulls out a chair for me and passes me a sweaty bottle of cold beer as I sit down between the two men. Chad smells good—not the strong and seductive fragrance he used to get teased for by the rest of the sports staff—but subtly sexy. He probably still has a female fan club giving chase. He’s in great shape, hasn’t lost a strand of his wavy dark hair, and his eyes are still like blue fire. 

			I notice Bill hasn’t aged as well, as he clinks his bottle against mine. “Just like old times,” he says. He was an outdoors writer in 1991—some said his was the only position at the paper that really mattered in a place with so many hunting, fishing, and snow-machining enthusiasts. I heard he returned to Fairbanks ten years ago to become managing editor at The Messenger, after writing for several East Coast papers. I can’t picture Bill in an urban environment, although I know he grew up in Boston. Alaska is where he fits and probably why he chose to come back and stay. He looks weather-beaten, like a slightly overweight Clint Eastwood without the steely eyes and strong jaw—actually more of a paunchy Jack Nicholson with a Red Sox cap and a frayed, green flannel shirt. 

			“You look fa-a-abulous,” croons Vicki. That’s what women always say to other women whom they haven’t seen in a good while, whether they mean it or not; but Vicki is a genuine person, so I nod my appreciation and say that she does too, which she does.

			She’s not the willowy Vicki I remember; but because she’s tall, the extra pounds make her statuesque instead of chubby. With her height and perfect posture, she sits taller than the guys. Her blonde hair is shorter and more platinum than the gold of her youth, colored to cover any emerging gray. The wrinkles around her eyes and mouth are soft. She’s wearing a pink suit with a plum-colored scarf draped loosely around her throat. Although I can’t see her feet, I’m sure she’s wearing perfectly coordinated pumps with a conservative heel. She looks femininely executive.

			When Vicki and I were both in our twenties, both recent journalism grads, our separate quests for someplace different brought us to Alaska—her from a Midwest farm with her Norman Mailer collection packed under her pastel sweaters and me from a small town in California with copies of Sex and the Single Girl and All the President’s Men in between my red and pink lingerie. We found more similarities than differences in each other, but Vicki always carried herself in a more mature manner than I did. Even now, in contrast, I’m wearing skinny jeans, fuchsia high heels, and a Hard Rock Cafe T-shirt tied in a knot at my belly button. Vicki covered the education beat and took her writing seriously, but she always had less to prove than the rest of us. 

			“I like the red hair,” she says. Her comment seems strange at first until I realize that the last time I was here I hadn’t yet gotten in touch with my inner redhead—via a very talented hairdresser—and had worn the dark brown hair I was born with pulled back in a long ponytail. “It really brings out your blue-green eyes.”

			“Thanks,” I say back to her, then to Bill teasingly, “I was hoping to have a fabulous new mug shot on my column,” referring to my syndicated column on media ethics and bias that runs in the Seattle Post-Intelligencer and thirty-five other papers across the country, including The Messenger. “But maybe that won’t be necessary now that it’s ‘off with my head,’ according to the pro-lifers.”

			Bill scowls. The pro-life advocates have me in their sights, and Bill is in the editor’s hot seat after my recent column on reporters’ personal biases in which I took a stand against Kelly Pritchard, a young journalist from the other end of the continent.

			A month ago, Pritchard, a twenty-four-year-old female reporter at a Richmond, Virginia TV station, was a rising star in eastern news media circles. A hometown Richmond girl from a respected family, she was also a Columbia graduate, summa cum laude, at nineteen; and with the looks of a homecoming queen, she had plenty of on-camera appeal. Her blonde, blue-eyed, sparkling smile image stood larger than life on billboards and on the sides of buildings throughout Richmond. At the station, she was giving the fifteen-year veteran, household name anchor a run for his money.

			Then on August 10, 2011, Pritchard dropped a bomb during her live interview of U.S. Senate candidate Myron Bass. Pritchard was aggressively questioning Bass, a Republican somewhat left of the radical right, on his stand on abortion. After Bass stated his position that no federal funding should go to abortion except in cases of medical necessity or rape, Pritchard followed with the statement: “Mr. Bass, some of your Republican colleagues say that doesn’t go far enough. Some other GOP candidates say there should be no abortion exception for rape—that the penalty should be against the guilty not the innocent.”

			It wasn’t clear at this point whether “the guilty not the innocent” were Pritchard’s words or whether she was paraphrasing some Republican candidate in general. However, Bass simply countered, “I would allow an exception for rape victims.”

			“You don’t see the baby as a victim?” Pritchard shot back. At that point, maybe there was a producer waving his arms frantically at the reporter and giving the slash-across-the-throat sign to the sound crew—but if so, to no avail. 

			Bass repeated his statement. “I would allow an exception for rape victims.” 

			Pritchard then fired the question that smashed into the hornets’ nest: “Are you saying it’s okay to kill a baby if its mother was raped?”

			Pro-life activists were inspired. Pro-choice advocates were outraged. In the minds of the TV station management, Pritchard went from rising star to loose cannon. In less than twenty-four hours, the station fired her. The ousted reporter afterward stated in an interview on another station that she regretted that she had gotten “carried away” in her interview with Bass while trying to ask some “hard-hitting questions to which the voters of Virginia deserve honest answers.” Pritchard went on to state that the explosive question was not indicative of her own beliefs but rather an aggressive attempt to address the accountability of a political candidate.

			My role in the swarming of the hornets was that in my column I supported the TV station for firing Pritchard. I criticized her language in the interview with candidate Bass as “professionally inappropriate at the least” and “bordering on dangerously inflammatory.” I went on to state that although a public or private citizen can exercise free speech, “that does not negate a reporter’s obligation to deliver unbiased coverage.” 

			In response to my published views, a vocal Fairbanks anti-abortion group is demanding that The Messenger cease running my column. I saw the twenty or so picketers on the sidewalk between The Messenger and Big Al’s the day I arrived in town and popped in at the newsroom to say hi to Bill. It was more than a little unnerving to see my face inside a red circle with a line through it displayed on placards carried by marchers shouting, “Save the babies! No more Silver!”

			“No final decision yet,” Bill says, avoiding eye contact with me.

			“You’re not considering caving in, are you?” I put my bottle down on the table a little too forcefully, and the beer splashes up through the opening, a finger of foam sliding down the side of the bottle and pooling on the table between Bill and me. “You can’t pull a columnist every time someone doesn’t agree with his or her views. The chilling effect would go sub-zero.”

			“Unlike you, Julia, we have to live here,” Bill says—a little too seriously, I think—pushing the puddle of beer up against my bare arm. “We’re weighing the potential for lost advertising.” 

			I’m staring at Bill, the once aggressive reporter, thinking, Who the hell are you?

			“How did you get this media ethics gig anyway?” Chad asks, trying to defuse the tension between Bill and me and reaching over me to mop up the beer spill.

			I give them the short version of my modest claim to fame. I left reporting for teaching journalism after moving to Seattle and marrying Zachariah Silver. The first media ethics course I taught was a fluke—the regular instructor dropped dead of a heart attack the first day of class; and I was the only one available to fill in, and I was marginally qualified. I discovered that I had a real passion for the subject; and my class became so popular with students and even other professors, I became the permanent instructor for the course the next semester that it was offered.

			The nationally syndicated column grew out of an op-ed piece I wrote for the P-I after several attacks on Muslim Americans in the wake of 9/11. For the past seven years, I’ve been invited to lecture on media ethics and bias to journalism students at various universities, mostly in the Northwest—on the East Coast, I’m barely a blip on the radar. Even so, the University of Alaska Fairbanks journalism department announced in May that it was “very excited”—according to the department head—that I will be teaching fall and spring ethics and bias in media courses here, especially in the year leading up to the presidential election. I don’t know if the protest over my Kelly Pritchard column, which happened after the teaching invitation, is a bonus or a headache for the university, although there’s no question I’m receiving more publicity this month than anyone else associated with the university.

			Chad is tapping his fingers against mine as I talk. Is he flirting with me, or am I imagining it? Is that a wedding ring on his left hand?

			“Are you married?” I blurt out.

			“Yep,” he says with a grin. “Almost six years now. Diana and I have a baby boy, eight months old. So sorry, J, but you should have taken your shot while I was still available.”

			“Yeah, dream on,” I say, playfully shoving him with my shoulder.

			“Oh, yeah, you always preferred the law enforcement types,” he says, shoving back. “Must have been the handcuffs, huh?”

			“Shut up,” I shoot back. 

			“Your old flame Jim Sykes is police chief now. Did you know that?” He eyes me intently, waiting for my reaction.

			I hadn’t known. I take a long swallow of beer. “Well, I guess if you hang around the small pond long enough, you get to be the big fish,” I say.

			“We heard you moved on to bigger fish,” Chad continues. “Your husband’s a big-gun attorney?”

			I’m about to say something sharp and witty, but Vicki breaks in. “It must be hard to be separated from your family for the next few months. I don’t think I could do it, even though sometimes I could use a vacation from two teenage boys and a husband who hasn’t picked up his laundry in sixteen years.”

			“We’re fine,” I say. “Matt is beginning his freshman year at UCLA, so he’s gone anyway. And Zachariah—he can take care of himself.” I’m hoping we can leave the family update at that—no need to divulge that Zachariah left me for someone else. He broke the news to me on our drive home from the Sea-Tac airport after we said our goodbyes to our son as he headed off to his first year of college. Zachariah told me that he had fallen in love and was moving in with her. “Her” is a twenty-three-year-old paralegal—someone of that generation who watches reality shows and goes clubbing and eats microwaved pizza rolls and who can actually walk in six-inch heels and who doesn’t own any other underwear besides thongs—and who waits, panting like a golden retriever, for her man to walk in the door at the end of the day. I welcomed the extended trip to Fairbanks—the convenient way not to have to deal with my disintegrating marriage—not just yet.

			“You can choose which of us files for divorce,” Zachariah said during that car ride, like I would be picking steak or fish from a menu at a restaurant. I remember my hand fiddling with the car door, thinking about jumping, then thinking about shoving him out onto the freeway, and seeing him mangled on the asphalt as the traffic whizzed by.

			“You’ll be going back for the holidays, I imagine,” Vicki continues.

			“Probably,” I mumble. I haven’t thought that far ahead. Matt is coming home over Thanksgiving and Christmas, and the plan—before Matt left for school—was for me to fly down to Seattle so that we could all spend the holidays at home. Only now, Zachariah has moved in with his new chick, and Matt is yet to be informed of this change in family dynamics. 

			The guys order two more rounds of beer for us and another wine for Vicki, and I turn the conversation to where they are in their lives.

			Chad had left sports writing, but all that time he spent around sports fans with a notebook and pen fueled his creative business side. He is “The Wing Man,” the owner of two sports bar restaurants with that name in Fairbanks and one in North Pole, promoted as the home of the best hot wings in the state. Business is booming, and a deal is in the works to open another store in the Anchorage airport. 

			Vicki never really made it off the school beat. She left The Messenger when it started cutting staff back in the mid- ’90s. She married a teacher, then went back to college, got her teaching degree, and taught middle school for several years. For the past five years she’s been principal of Tanana Middle School.

			I’m just getting around to Bill’s update and my third beer, when he excuses himself to go to the bathroom. The intro for the late-night news booms out of the TV that hangs over the middle of the bar as the bartender turns up the volume. Vicki downs the rest of her second glass of wine and hops up from her chair. “It’s ten thirty already. I’ve got to go. Sorry, guys, but I’m not used to staying out on a school night.”

			“No!” The unexpected force of Chad’s voice as he cranes his neck toward the TV makes Vicki plop back down in her seat. “Listen to this.”

			On the screen, the impeccably coiffed female news anchor in a crisply tailored gray suit accessorized with a chunky metal necklace and matching bracelet is speaking in a clear, heavy tone:

			“…may be solved at last. Eugene Root, an unemployed mechanic, arrested in Texas in February in the slaying of a Fort Worth woman, has confessed to eight other murders of young women in several states, including Alaska. Fairbanks police learned today that Root has admitted to killing Kirsten Richards, the seventeen-year-old West Valley student whose body was discovered in the woods off Chena Hot Springs Road in April of 1991. No arrest was ever made in the case, although police questioned Richards’s boyfriend, Joshua Harrison, several times. Fairbanks Police Chief Jim Sykes said Root’s knowledge of the burial site and details about Richards’s body, as well as confirmation that he was employed at a Fairbanks auto body shop during the time of Richards’s disappearance in November 1990, indicate that his confession is credible. Fairbanks District Attorney Michael Mulligan said details are still pending on whether Root will be extradited to Alaska to stand trial for the kidnapping and murder of the Fairbanks teenager two decades ago.”

			I think about the knowledge of the burial site and the details about the body that were never released to the public, but to which I was privy because of my ties to a certain police officer: Kirsten Richards’s grave in the woods of Two Rivers was dug at least a month in advance before the ground was too frozen to turn. The killer folded the dead girl in half—her hands bound behind her with her own pink shoelaces—and wrapped the body in a blue tarp before lowering it into the hole.

			“Wow, too bad about that kid,” Chad says, as I grab the edge of the table to steady a sudden sensation of light-headedness.

			“Yeah, she had so much ahead…,” Vicki begins.

			“Her, sure,” Chad interrupts, “but I mean the boyfriend. He didn’t do it, and it takes twenty years after his death for him to be exonerated.”

			“He was never charged with anything,” I say, like I’m trying to start an argument. I feel indignant tears brimming up in my eyes.

			Bill comes back to the table, takes a quick look at the three of us gone somber since he left the table a few minutes ago when we were engaged in casual conversation. “Hey, who died?” he jokes.

			“Kirsten Richards,” says Chad. 

			Bill’s eyebrows press into a frown as he tries to figure out what Chad means.

			“You just got scooped by TV, Bill,” Vicki says. “Serial killer in Texas confessed to Kirsten Richards’s murder.”

			“No shit,” says Bill as he takes off his cap, runs his fingers through his thinning, sand-colored hair, and replaces the cap.

			“That’s a switch,” says Chad. “Those TV types used to read our stories verbatim on the air and call it reporting.”

			“I better get back to the office and make sure someone caught this so we can have the full story in tomorrow morning’s paper,” Bill says, as he throws a couple of tens onto the table. “Catch you guys, later. Julia, drop by the newsroom tomorrow,” he says as he heads for the door. 

			Vicki is right behind him after saying her goodbyes, giving me a quick hug, saying, “Let’s do lunch soon.”

			Chad is still in his seat. A couple of silent minutes go by. “Julia, that was your big story, right?” he says, and like a switch is flipped, I start crying—not ladylike sniffles, but big, gulping sobs. “Hey, what’s wrong?” Chad asks with alarm as he puts an arm gently around my shoulders. 

			“I need a whiskey,” I say, swiping my runny nose with a crumpled, beer-soaked napkin.

			“Sure,” Chad says as he rises to get the bartender’s attention. “What kind?”

			“I don’t know,” I stammer. “I don’t drink whiskey.” 

			As Chad walks toward the bar to get me a drink, I say to the dark, uncaring table, “It can’t not be Josh.”

		

	


	
		
			2

			I’m fighting a headache that feels like a hammer is driving a wedge into my left temple and trying to keep my stomach from doing somersaults as I sidestep the puddles from last night’s rain in the parking lot on my way to the front door of The Messenger. After the reunion at Al’s, Chad dropped me off late last night at the apartment I’m leasing, a temporary home off College Road that’s notable for its bland living space, but also its spectacular setting adjacent to a bird observatory and the inviting nature trails of Creamer’s wildlife refuge.

			I made the drive over to the newspaper building in a 1982 Volvo wagon borrowed from another journalism instructor at UAF until I get a rental. The backseat and beyond is crammed full of old newspapers, super-sized soda cups, and home improvement materials—who knows what all— there could be a body buried under all that mess. The interior of the car reeks of cigarette smoke. I vow to get a rental today. The two whiskeys after the three beers the evening before are revisiting me with a vengeance. I only did thirty-five push-ups this morning—not my usual fifty—but that was enough to bring on an intense morning-after headache.

			I was also up until 3:00 a.m.—unable to get the news story we had seen on the bar TV out of my mind—searching the Internet for my old stories on Kirsten Richards’s disappearance and murder. I found thirty-two stories with my byline from November 1990 through May 1991—all with Josh Harrison’s name juxtaposed with the details of that horrible crime.

			The story of Friday, May 17, 1991, glared out at me—the one in which I wrote: “A police source disclosed that an arrest is expected in the slaying. The source did not confirm or deny that police would arrest Joshua Harrison, the Lathrop senior who has been questioned multiple times in the case.” In other words, this reporter has information from an unofficial, anonymous source that is, at best, speculation—information that had no newsworthy purpose, information that was no more than pillow talk that should never have seen the light of day. Yet, it was no surprise that the talk heard in coffee shops and in backs of churches over the weekend included, “I read in the paper that they’re going to arrest the Lathrop kid for that girl’s murder.”

			When my story ran with an AP byline in the Kodiak paper, the misinformation was even more blatant. A copyeditor rushing through the story, misreading what it actually said, wrote the headline: “Police to arrest Harrison in Richards killing.” The paper ran a correction on page one of the Sunday paper, which, in repeating what needed to be corrected, gave the erroneous information double play.

			In the months—years—that followed, whenever I found myself unwillingly thinking about the last of my reporting days at The Messenger, I rationalized that Joshua Harrison’s name belonged in that “arrest” story. He was the only potential suspect mentioned by police in their investigation—although the “multiple times” he was questioned was actually twice. I wanted a conclusion to the story just as much as anyone else; and on Monday, May 20, 1991, I had it. Josh’s suicide confirmed his guilt—and I was vindicated, regardless of any ethical breach.

			I see the pro-lifers are out in force again—their numbers and voices increased. A tall, light-skinned black woman in a gray pantsuit is leading them, or maybe it’s her height and classy bearing that makes it look that way. I stop and stare over at them for just a moment, but it’s enough of a mistake. A chubby, red-faced woman in jeans and a gray sweatshirt with a polar bear on the front points at me and shouts, “It’s her! It’s Julia Silver!” 

			I see them charging toward me with their jumble of signs like brandished swords, hear their threatening murmurs, and feel the aggression behind the hardened faces. I think I hear someone screaming, “Let’s get her!” But maybe that is just my adrenalin speaking up.

			With my head swimming, I lurch toward the double glass doors of the newspaper building. I barely make it inside the box of an entryway, where several of the marchers press in after me, and I’m caught between the outer door and the second set of glass doors that lead to the lobby. The doors are “pull” not “push,” so I’m pressed against the glass unable to escape as the protesters’ bodies, with the intermingling smells of damp hair and cigarette breath, push into the small space.

			My stomach is turning flip-flops and I think my head will explode, when I feel myself being inched slowly back as the door is forced open from the inside. I feel someone grab my arm just below the shoulder, and I crane my head up to see a six-and-a-half-foot-tall black man with close-cropped hair, sunglasses, and a diamond stud gleaming from his left earlobe. He’s dressed in a charcoal suit; his shoulders span the door frame. He’s forcing the crowd back with his right elbow and forearm, while he maneuvers me with his other hand through the door he’s holding open just enough for me to squeeze through into the safety of the lobby.

			I hear him directing my attackers in a deep, commanding voice to get back, the placards with my crossed out face ripping and falling like surrendered weapons as the protesters retreat. I turn around to get a good look at my rescuer, and my stomach heaves up its liquor-fouled contents onto the lobby floor. The picketers’ shouts fade into the parking lot. I’m down on my knees on the cold lobby floor gagging and trying to hold my hair away from my mouth. I see a pair of large, charcoal snakeskin shoes near the door. I’m too embarrassed to look up, not wanting to meet my knight in shining armor as I crouch in front of a pool of my puke. The shoes move away.

			After I get cleaned up and am interviewed by police and gawked at by the women at the front desk, after I decline to press charges or to seek medical care, an officer escorts me upstairs to the newsroom to see Bill, which was why I came to The Messenger today in the first place.

			After I assure Bill that I am unharmed, except for some bruises that will show up tomorrow and the humiliation of getting sick in public, I ask, “Where is everybody?” The newsroom is nearly empty—of people and workstations. A lone reporter sits against a back wall typing on his computer keyboard as he cradles a phone receiver between his neck and shoulder. 

			“This is it,” Bill says with a shrug as we move into a glass cubicle with a modest, gold-lettered sign next to the door that reads, “Bill Ross, Managing Editor.” 

			“Haven’t you heard that newspapers are downsizing?”

			I sit down on a maroon chair that I think was here in 1990. Bill takes a seat behind a beat-up mahogany desk with a surface concealed by stacks of newspapers, Snickers wrappers, and spent cans of Mountain Dew. A PC with a crumb-and-dust-infested keyboard juts out of the mess.

			“I read the story on the Richards murder in today’s paper,” I say.

			“I talked to Chad earlier today,” Bill says with a look almost like concern. “He said you were kind of messed up about it.”

			“I had it all wrong, Bill. I really fucked it up with those stories about Josh Harrison,” I say, running my hand through my tangled hair, baffled by my failure to recognize the seriousness of my actions earlier. 

			“It’s our job to report the news, not make the news,” he says evenly.

			“But we did make the news,” I say, leaning forward, making my mouth hard, and letting him know I can see through his platitudes. “We made Josh look like the murder suspect. We ignored what was happening to him during all this. We only told half of the story.”

			“Twenty years is a hell of a hindsight.”

			“What about a follow-up now, an in-depth on Josh, his family, how this was their tragedy, too, not just the Richards family’s?” I recognize in my voice the fervor of a young reporter pleading with the hardened editor for a juicy assignment that only I believe in. 

			“Are you kidding?” Bill goes from calm to agitated in a heartbeat, just like the old days. “You saw what I have for staff now. We can’t even do a follow-up on today’s story. I have three news reporters, one guy on sports, one photographer, no city editor; I spend a third of my time writing stories, and an ad rep helps out by taking obits—that’s it.” Bill’s halfway out of his chair, continuing his lecture with increasing volume. “How many reporters did we have in your day? Twelve? And a city editor, sports editor, arts editor, as well as Charlie as M. E. We have one and a half positions on the copy desk—we used to have five. Our arts section is a weekly schedule of events put together by an unpaid high school intern. We rely on parents to call in the game scores and stats. We solicit photos from people’s iPhones. We’re running press releases from the military information office as news. We’re over sixty percent wire. Every day, I have to justify the cost of newsprint to the publisher, so she can justify it to the owner.”

			His hands are clenched, and I think he’s about to bang his fists on the desk like a recalcitrant child, but he puts the bang in his voice instead. “We don’t do follow-up stories; we don’t do in-depth stories. We’re too busy trying to save what we have.” He slumps back in his chair. 

			“And how do you keep bias out in those circumstances?” I shoot back. “We weren’t even doing it in the 1990s.” I exhale hard. “God, we thought so much of ourselves then.”

			Bill is back to even keel, a quick storm blown out. “We weren’t perfect, but I thought we strived for unbiased coverage. You couldn’t have written a story about Kirsten Richards without mentioning Josh Harrison. We didn’t make him her boyfriend. We didn’t make him be with her the night she disappeared.”

			“I was fucking Jim Sykes when I was covering the Richards murder, and he was investigating it, Bill. You think there was a danger of bias there?”

			My former coworker registers no emotion. “I had heard rumors.”

			“How often do rumors become leads, Bill? Charlie pulled me into his office and said, ‘I’m hearing talk about you and Sykes. If there’s anything going on, you need to damn well stop it, or you’re off the story.’ I wasn’t about to be pulled off the story, but I also wasn’t about to stop seeing Jim. I thought I was good enough to stay on the tightrope without falling, so I lied. ‘Charlie, I know better than that,’ I told him. And you know what? I think he knew all the time I was lying. He didn’t want to pull me off the story.” 

			“You were a good reporter, Julia—the best we had. Charlie knew that; we all knew that. We all wanted our byline on page one as often as yours was.”

			“A good reporter should get things right. How much of my personal thoughts and Jim Sykes’s thoughts accounted for what I slipped into my writing on the Richards case?”

			The storm is coming up again in Bill’s face. “Julia, you can afford to meander off onto a guilt trip twenty years later, while you’re writing a column in a high-rise in Seattle. We don’t have that luxury on deadline. We didn’t then, and we sure the fuck don’t have it now. Here’s a reality check for you. I got a death threat this morning. Someone called and said they would come up here and put a bullet through my heart because we’re helping to kill babies by supporting your column. Upstairs says I have to think about cutting another reporter if we want to pay to put in a metal detector. We don’t have enough eyes to get things right all the time. That’s why we have a corrections box.”
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