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  Dedication




  I would like to thank my husband, family and friends for their continuous love, support and guidance; and to God for these blessings. This book is for Christian and Stephen; hoping they grow up to love reading and writing as much as their mom. And as promised, Dad, the first copy is reserved for you.




  Chapter 1




  The engine in Paul’s car screamed as he pushed the limits of his Volkswagen. He crested the top of the hill and slowed as he approached the house. It was just as he expected: the front lawn was littered with neighbors waiting for an explanation. They milled around like grazing cattle but perked up when someone walked out of the home. The sight of a police cruiser and an ambulance positioned in front of the home provoked many stares and whispers. When sirens pierced the air and the reflection of red and blue lights danced against windowpanes, the people of Watertown wanted to know what was disrupting their little Adirondack community.




  Paul ran his finger over the metal coil on his notebook down to its jagged edge. He pushed the razor end inward and tucked the notebook into his pocket. He was uneasy about attempting to do this. Interviewing people in this type of situation wasn’t the usual procedure, but even if he didn’t talk to anyone, he could observe the emotion first hand.




  The porch creaked with each step as he approached the immense officer guarding the door.




  “Are you with the Jensen family?” the policeman questioned.




  “No, my name is Paul Triver from WWNY-TV.”




  “Listen, only family and close friends are allowed in there,” the officer said. “We don’t need any news people running around, upsetting them even more.”




  Paul strained to peer over the man’s shoulder and noticed the paramedics lifting a sheet-covered body onto a stretcher. The crisp whiteness was contrasted greatly by the deep red that permeated the top of the sheet. There was a flurry of paramedics while others in the house tried to console one another. A woman wailed as the lifeless form was placed on a gurney and wheeled out to the porch. Paul watched as they placed the body, now zipped into a gray canvas bag, into the back of a vehicle. Outside, shaking heads and whispered words continued.




  “Can I just ask what happened?” Paul inquired.




  The officer squinted into the distance. He studied the tip of his worn, black boot and paused before answering. His heavy coat rustled against Paul’s sleeve as he leaned towards him. The pungent smell of tobacco and coffee grew even stronger as he disclosed his knowledge of the situation.




  “That poor woman in there came home to find her fourteen-year-old daughter shot in the head, lying in a pool of blood. Now, like I said, this is not a good time to be poking around asking questions. I think you were here long enough,” he said, motioning towards the steps.




  Paul was satisfied that he didn’t get chased away sooner. He thanked the officer for his information and headed back to his car. The mournful sobbing could still be heard from within the house.




  Chapter 2




  The thermometer barely registered with its miniscule two degrees. Despite the frigid temperatures, Abby decided to walk to work. Her resolution for the New Year was to incorporate more exercise into her lifestyle, but it was almost February and her resolve was faltering. When she stepped outside, she knew she should have put it off another day. The biting cold made her face numb and the wind caused her eyes to tear.




  She walked several blocks until the sight of the familiar storefront up ahead pushed her to sprint the remaining distance. Bells rattled against the glass from her struggle in closing the door.




  “Hi there, Jeb,” Abby called. She threw her bag on the glass counter and peeled her gloves off her frozen hands. The cozy store gave her some relief. “I am still trying to figure out why I walked today.”




  “Yeah, cold morning, but I have the perfect solution for you: how does a hot coffee and fresh banana nut muffin sound?” Jeb asked as he pointed to the glass-covered platter. No matter what kind of morning Abby was having, she had to smile when she saw Jeb: the white apron coordinating well with his silvery hair and his pudgy fingers always busy preparing something that looked incredible, even though it wouldn’t rate too high on the health scale.




  “Mmmm, that sounds good, but I really shouldn’t. I am trying to watch what I eat. Just the paper, and make it a large coffee today,” she replied.




  Jeb shook his head and placed her paper in front of her. He turned to pour the coffee, while she performed her daily ritual scanning the headlines.




  He placed the Styrofoam cup in front of her, along with a small container. Abby knew she wasn’t getting out of there without one of the muffins. She tucked the paper into her bag and made room for the tempting, aromatic pastry. After putting on her defenses again from the cold, she grabbed her coffee and headed towards the door.




  “See ya, Jeb, and thanks...but I just want to let you know that you are not helping with my New Year resolution,” she said.




  Jeb shrugged his shoulders and smiled.




  As she pushed against the front door and met the bitter wind outside, she tried to figure out how many days until spring. By the time she got to the station’s front entrance, she was frozen again. Her glove-covered hands made it awkward to juggle everything and fumble with her key. Just as she was about to throw everything onto the ground, the weight of her bag was lifted, and she heard a familiar voice offering to help.




  “Hi, Paul. Thanks,” she said and stepped back to let him open the door.




  “Good morning. How are you?” Paul asked.




  “Okay, and you?” she replied. It had only been a few months since Paul started at WWNY. It is not that Abby resented that his career change brought him to Watertown, but that he jumped in as a reporter right from the start. She had been working as the assignment desk editor for over a year. She realized that Paul did intern and work in a larger market previously, but it was hard when she had her heart set on something and the new guy just jumps right into it instead.




  After her morning small talk with Paul, she sat at one of the computer workstations. She watched as he meticulously placed his folders in a neat stack on the corner of his desk. He truly loved his job and was one of the most organized people Abby had ever met. She envied that quality. His confidence, personality, and approach with people always put others at ease. This was all in addition to his stunning smile and wavy brown hair.




  “Any news?” he asked.




  “No, nothing that wasn’t mentioned last night,” she said.




  One of the hardest parts of the job was trying to create news when there was none. Unless she had a breaking story, Abby often struggled to put a full newscast together. There was a call the other day about stolen skis at Gore Mountain; that was the excitement during her shift. Abby skimmed through last night’s stories for follow-ups while lending a trained ear to the scanners. From the minute she walked in the door, the annoying pitch and squelch of the police scanners resonated throughout the room. She listened for anything newsworthy.




  “Look in the obituaries; see if there is a listing for Jensen, Christa Jensen,” Paul said.




  Abby flipped to the center of The Watertown Daily Times and scanned the page for the name while sipping her reliably strong coffee. “No, I don’t see anything. Why, what happened?” she asked.




  Before Paul could answer, in walked Dave Harris, the station’s news director for a little over a year.




  “Hi, guys, good morning,” Dave greeted as he strode past them, balancing books and a coffee thermos. He walked into his small office and Abby watched as he placed his stuff on the desk before coming back out into the newsroom. For as organized as Paul was, Dave was the opposite. At least a few hundred newspaper clippings littered his desk and some were tacked to the walls.




  “Did you hear about the Jensen girl? I know it wasn’t in the paper, but my sister knows the family. It’s a shame, but it will tie into our idea. Did you hear about it, Paul?” Dave asked. He may have been a bit scattered and hyper, but he was an intelligent man. He could never sit still. He leaned against the corner of the desk, absent-mindedly pulling and snapping the loose strip that was peeling away from the edge. He stopped when he noticed Paul glancing at his hand.




  “Yeah, I heard the call on the scanner the other day. I was just about to leave when I heard it come over. I know it is not policy to cover things like that, but I thought that if I got a feel for the place where it happened and maybe talked to someone who knew Christa that it would be helpful,” Paul said.




  “Any luck?” Dave asked.




  “No, but I plan on going back there in a few days. Just before you walked in, I was starting to ask Abby about it.”




  “Oh yeah, tell her what’s going on,” Dave said as he went back to his office.




  That was one thing Abby didn’t care for: there seemed to be camaraderie between the two that she wasn’t privileged to be part of.




  “What did you want to tell me?” she asked before Paul even had a chance to start talking.




  “Oh, Dave wanted us to do a short series focusing on teens in the area. I figured you might want to help me out. It could be good experience.”




  Abby was surprised that he was including her. She was always looking for something that would enhance her resume. Paul had her attention.




  “Sure, what’s it about?” she asked. Not that she would refuse to do it, but she was just curious.




  “Well, we were thinking of illustrating different aspects of teen life and problems they have to deal with. Christa Jensen was a fourteen-year-old girl that lived in Lowville. Her mother came home to discover her body. They found the gun next to her; she shot herself in the head. The poor family, they are not taking it very well. But who would? Can you imagine someone that young committing suicide? You really don’t think things like that happen around here, but I guess they do, right? Abby?”




  She didn’t hear the last part of Paul’s story. The word suicide stopped everything around her. She just stared down at her computer monitor. Paul tried to talk to her again. Her fingers grasped the base of her neck as she lowered her head. She tried to clear the images from her mind.




  “Hey, are you listening to me?” he asked, realizing that Abby was zoned out.




  She sat back in her seat and apologized. “I’m sorry; I’m just not with it today. Yeah, you’re right, though, it is sad. That’s so young. Are you sure you want to go over there to talk to the family? Usually the media doesn’t publicize something like that, especially because of the young age.” She did not want to venture into this project and was hoping she could get out of it somehow.




  “It’s not about her specific suicide; it’s about suicide in general. Maybe some information could even help other families to see warning signs. It’s still in the rough stages, but don’t you think it sounds like a great idea?”




  “Yeah, just great,” Abby said.




  She turned to her computer and started scrolling through last night’s run down sheet. She glanced over and was relieved to see that Paul had moved over to talk to Dave. They were both talking, nodding their heads in agreement about something Paul was showing Dave in the newspaper. Dave again nodded in agreement. Of course, everyone listened to Paul. He always had the great ideas.




  Just as Abby was about to make herself scarce, the two of them came over to the desk.




  “Hey, Ab, I think it’s great that you’ll be working on this with Paul. It will be good experience for you,” Dave said as he patted her on the back, causing her to wince.




  Abby realized that between Paul and Dave, they had made up her mind for her. Actually, she was surprised that Paul didn’t want to work on this himself. “Yeah, it should be good experience,” she replied with very little enthusiasm.




  She looked back at her screen, trying to seem busy. As much as this situation bothered her, she knew that in the world of reporting, she was faced with upsetting factors in life everyday. If she ever planned on making it out of Watertown, she couldn’t turn down opportunities like this...even if it was with Mr. Personality and about a subject she wished she would never hear about again.




  “Does that sound good?” Dave asked.




  “What was that?” Abby inquired, having zoned out again.




  “I said that we should probably go tomorrow afternoon to talk to Mrs. Jensen,” Paul restated.




  “I will talk to you guys later,” Dave said. He walked back into his office, plopping down in his leather chair and immediately picking up the phone.




  Abby twirled her pen with her fingers, trying to ignore the fact that he wanted her to interview Mrs. Jensen. She clicked the ballpoint several times, wondering if the repetitive noise was aggravating Paul.




  “I thought you would be happy to work on this. Aren’t you?” Paul asked.




  “I don’t know about happy, but yeah, I guess it will be good,” she said. Abby really didn’t feel like getting into the long explanation about why she was so hesitant to do this. “You don’t think it’s too soon to talk to the mother? I am sure the family is so devastated; I can’t imagine that they are ready to talk about this.”




  “I talked to Mrs. Jensen earlier. She was surprised, too, that I called her. When I explained that I was inquiring not about her daughter’s death but looking to see if there was anything we could do to prevent this from happening to someone else, I think it made sense to her. I pushed the fact that she would be helping other people out. I’d like to talk to her before she changes her mind. We’ll go over tomorrow morning if that works with you.”




  “Who’s going to watch the desk? I’m surprised Dave wants to let me venture into the light of day; I’m always cooped up in this office.”




  “Abby, if you don’t want to do this, fine, but I just thought it would be a great opportunity for you. I thought maybe you could do some stand ups or something, but if you’re not interested, I’ll do it myself,” Paul offered.




  Abby could tell he was getting aggravated with her. She knew that she was being difficult, but considering the circumstances, she couldn’t help it.




  “No, no, I’m sorry. I’m happy to be given a chance to work on this. I really appreciate it. What time tomorrow?” she asked. She forced a weak smile, but it was enough to receive one in return from Paul.




  “How about eight o’clock?”




  “Sure, sounds good. I just have to finish up here. Today, I’m grasping at straws to find anything interesting,” she said as she got back to her computer screen before Paul saw through her and started asking questions.




  “Okay, I’ll talk to you before you go,” he said, patting her on the shoulder before he headed back to Dave’s office.




  Abby placed her head in her hands. Her mind was swimming with ideas and thoughts, mainly about how she was going to get through tomorrow.




  She found a few stories to follow up on for future newscasts and placed them in the weekly folder. After the six o’clock broadcast, Abby gathered her things and planned on going home. She didn’t want to discuss anything else with Paul. After shutting her monitor off, she tried to slither out of the newsroom. It looked like Paul was involved in something anyway. Good, she thought while pushing the door open. She knew that tomorrow would be difficult, and talking to Paul right now was not on her agenda.




  A cold gust of wind blew the edge of the hallway carpet over her foot. The evening air stung her face. She pulled her woolen scarf close to her mouth, her warm breath giving her some solace from the biting cold. Abby wished that she had decided to drive her old, green Honda today. Her pace quickened across the parking lot.




  Abby reached her street and couldn’t wait to get home and relax. She never thought she would find a place as comforting as the home where she was raised, but this place came close. The structure housed only four apartments. Abby wasn’t very close with her neighbors, but she was cordial when she greeted them. The best part of living in this area was the location. Although the Lake George region was rural in itself, many surrounding areas consisted of close-knit communities. Terrance Street was a dead end road, with Abby’s home right at the end. She was minutes from downtown, but behind her house, the beautiful, tree-adorned landscape served as a great view from her bedroom window. She couldn’t wait until the weather would break, so she could spend more time outdoors. The path behind her yard twisted through the woods, spilling out onto the other side of Watertown. During the summer months, she could find several people walking and running. Right now, there wasn’t much snow on the ground, but it was still too cold to exercise outside.




  She walked into her apartment and opened the refrigerator. The light illuminated the kitchen. She figured that it was the openness of the living space that made her the most comfortable. The far wall was lined with gray cabinets and appliances. The island directly across from it served as a room divider, eating area, and place to toss books, magazines, and mail. She stared at the half-full container of Chinese food, apples, and some leftover chicken and realized that she needed to stop at the store soon. She grabbed a bottle of water and settled for the piece of chicken. Usually, she would watch television until eleven o’clock and then go to sleep. It was very rare that she would stay up for the news, considering she knew everything that was going on from working with it all day. The last thing she wanted to do was to see it again. She looked at the clock and even though it was only ten, her repetitive yawning reminded her that she should catch up on her sleep.




  Before settling down beneath her feather-filled comforter, she sat in the bow window. This was by far her favorite place in the apartment. Her dad always said that the window was the reason she decided on the place; however, it wasn’t very well insulated, and the cold draft sent shivers through her body. Abby rested her forehead against the pane. It was cool against her skin. She stared out the window into the vast tangle of barren branches bordering her yard. The darkness only allowed faint moonlight to cast slight shadows behind her home.




  On the far right side of the ledge where she sat was a small, white picture frame. Abby picked up the photo and smiled. They looked so happy in that picture. It brought back memories of summer. Even though there were many months until that serene season arrived, she could still vividly recall the treasured days they enjoyed. She placed the image of the two of them that captured that last day of school on her nightstand. No matter how many years passed, she still missed her friend.




  After her second yawn, Abby figured she should retire for the night. Tomorrow would be a long day, but there was no backing out now. She let the soft, down-filled comforter envelope her body and thought about Mrs. Jensen and how she must be feeling tonight. She looked one last time at the picture that she moved next to her bed and cried herself to sleep.




  Chapter 3




  The buzzer on the alarm clock echoed its annoying shrill throughout the bedroom. It was early, but Abby was up several minutes before her clock alerted her. Usually, she would sleep as long as she could, but not today. She didn’t want to do this interview, not even with Paul there.




  Just as she was about to jump in the shower, the phone rang. It was Paul.




  “Yes, I’m up,” she muttered after being greeted by an all-too-chipper voice.




  “You don’t sound up. What’s wrong? You still sound tired.”




  “God, Paul, it is six-thirty a.m.; what do you expect?” she responded after stifling a yawn. He was right, though; she was still tired. She may have awoken on her own, but that didn’t change the fact that she was up several times throughout the night. Between her unsettling dreams that interrupted her sleep and her apprehension about today, she did not feel well-rested.




  “Well, get ready; I will be over around a quarter to eight. This is the only time Mrs. Jensen could talk to us. She has to meet with a counselor later today,” he said.




  “All right, I’ll be ready,” Abby replied. She didn’t understand why they had to do this so soon. In her mind, she thought it was still too early for this woman to talk about the suicide of her daughter...but they say talking about it helps. Abby really didn’t think so.




  The five outfits strewn across her disheveled bed didn’t appeal to her this morning. She decided on a simple black sweater with tan dress pants. She was never totally satisfied with anything in her wardrobe, but this would have to do. Her budget did not allow for a vast or expensive clothing collection.




  She fidgeted with her hair until she heard Paul beeping the horn outside. The reflection staring back at her was disappointing. Her straight, walnut brown hair never looked the way she wanted it to. She brushed on a coat of chocolate tinted lipstick and gently smudged her eyeliner. The smoky appearance she was shooting for would turn into raccoon eyes in a matter of hours anyway.




  She grabbed her purse and black bag and headed out the door to find Paul standing outside of his Volkswagen.




  “I was just about to come in to get you,” he said as he walked around to the passenger side to open the door for Abby.




  She paused for a moment, mainly because the gesture shocked her. Abby was not accustomed to politeness. The tumultuous relationship she ended a few months prior left some bitter feelings behind. Her friends warned her about her sorry excuse for a boyfriend, but it was too late by the time she realized what her friends tried to alert her about. After that emotional roller coaster, not only did she not date but also ended up alienating some of her friends. There was only one or two she would still talk to.




  “Hello?” Paul called as he held the door.




  Abby threw her bags in and slipped into the seat.




  “Sorry, I am still half asleep,” she said.




  They drove over to the Jensen house, talking about work and the weather, but not bringing up anything about what they were going to do. They parked in front of a quaint home with a huge porch. Paul turned off the car and sat there instead of getting out. He turned to Abby.




  “Are you ready?” he asked her.




  She was hoping that he wouldn’t notice her shaking hands.




  “Don’t worry, I’ll ask most of the questions. Is that what you are nervous about?” he asked.




  It wasn’t, but Abby agreed. “Yeah, I guess. I am usually behind the scenes, you know. This is one of my first big assignments, especially with the illustrious Paul Triver.” Abby tried to lighten the mood. She did not want to tell him the real reason she felt like she was ready to jump out of her skin.




  “Oh, right, this is your first step in being a big time reporter,” Paul joked.




  As they walked up the steps, Abby could feel her heart pounding in her chest. She knew what to expect, but didn’t know if she could handle it.




  Mrs. Jensen must have anticipated their arrival. She swung the door open even before they approached the steps. Abby let Paul do the introductions.




  “Hi, Mrs. Jensen. Paul Triver from WWNY,” he said in a professional but soft-spoken voice. “And this is Abby Greene, one of our news editors.”




  Abby wiped her hand on the side of her pants before extending it towards Mrs. Jensen. It was sweaty and trembling; the anxiety and nervous state could not be hidden.




  “Hi, it’s nice to meet you both. Please come in and let me take your coats,” Mrs. Jensen said. Her full face was inviting, but the smile seemed unnatural.




  In just the few seconds of their introduction, Abby sensed so much sadness in the woman’s eyes.




  Mrs. Jensen muttered something from the other room about being thirsty and poked her head around the corner. “Water, soda, or coffee?” she asked, tapping her finger on the doorframe.




  “Nothing for me, thanks. Do you want anything?” Paul asked Abby.




  “Water is fine, thank you,” she responded. Maybe she should have asked for something stronger at this point.




  Abby watched Mrs. Jensen disappear again into the kitchen. Her short, cropped hair was a vibrant red. She wondered if Christa Jensen had red hair. She looked around the living room and noticed a cluster of picture frames on the table in the corner. She walked over and studied them. The young, smiling girl in the picture had a mane of cascading red locks that were identical in color to Mrs. Jensen. Most of the pictures were of this beautiful young girl, baby pictures and some that must have been recent. Paul was standing behind Abby, looking over her shoulder. The silence in the room was punctuated with the dull ticking of the grandfather clock in the hall.




  “What a pretty girl,” he whispered while looking at a picture of Christa. She was kneeling in a yard, with her arm around a big golden retriever. “It is such a shame.”




  “It is sad, it’s really sad,” Abby agreed while looking around the room. Pictures of the fair-skinned redhead adorned almost every wall and mantle. She must have been the only child. Abby shuddered at this thought.




  “Here’s some ice water for both of you.” Mrs. Jensen entered, placing the tall glasses on top of the runner on the table. Mrs. Jensen picked up the pint tumbler and swirled its contents. A slice of bright yellow lemon settled on top of an equal sized piece of cucumber.




  Abby was startled when she walked back in; she didn’t want Mrs. Jensen to think they were snooping. Hiding her embarrassment, Abby sipped slowly, her parched throat receptive to the unusual but pleasant taste.




  “Oh, sorry, we were just looking at the pictures of Christa. What a beautiful young lady,” Abby said. “I’m so sorry about your loss.”




  “Yes, Mrs. Jensen, our deepest condolences. Please let me know if you think all of this is too soon. We can come back at a later time,” Paul interjected.




  Abby knew he didn’t really want to cancel this interview, but she thought that after he walked in the house he felt a little uneasy, too.




  “No, please, sit down,” the woman said. “I am going through so many emotions right now and I feel better if I keep talking. I think I’ve told people what happened a million times. The problem is no matter how many times I say it, I still can’t believe that my Christa is gone. Some of my neighbors told me not to talk to the television station and that it is too soon. But you are not going to just do a story on Christa, right?” she asked.




  “No, we’re not,” Paul replied. “My partner and I are doing a series on teen issues and keeping the community informed of problems that they or their kids are facing. Maybe if this tragedy could be used as a tool to help someone else, it wouldn’t make your daughter come back, but maybe it could prevent someone else from losing one.”




  He really sounds sincere, Abby thought. It was hard not to be soothed when she was in his presence. When he was concerned about something, he lowered his voice to just above a whisper then listened with great intent. His soulful eyes would stay with hers, while he would nod his head in agreement. Combine this with his appealing looks, and he could basically have anyone’s attention. Abby saw this work on many people...and she didn’t mean just making girls swoon; even some guys at the station had a respect for him. His personality and his deep concern for other people’s problems made him a likable person. But Abby knew that around most women, his dark, wavy hair and deep cobalt eyes would hold their attention even with out his sparkling demeanor.




  Mrs. Jensen seemed to be willing to share her feelings. She talked a lot about her daughter. She talked about her when she was a baby and in grade school. She made reference to the pictures setting next to them several times.




  “How is Mr. Jensen?” Paul asked, trying discreetly to jot down notes.




  “He’s having a very hard time. It’s usually quiet here at night. We don’t like discussing it. Hopefully the therapy will help us with that. He is back to work today. Again, some people said it is too soon, but he said that he needed to get his mind off of everything. It was just such a blow to us,” she said.




  “That was one of my questions. Did you see any signs leading up to her death?” Paul asked.




  “Well, now that I look back, I realized that there were signs, but I didn’t see them when it mattered most. Christa was always a happy girl. She was involved in so many activities at school and had several friends. As you can see from the pictures, she was stunning. Last year, my husband’s sister passed away. Christa was devastated; she was very close to her aunt and really admired her. I guess I should have sent her for counseling, but we figured it was going to take her a long time to deal with her grief. After a few months, she seemed to have no interest in her usual activities. She started gaining weight after consoling herself for months with food. We tried to talk to her and suggested taking her to speak to someone professionally, but she always refused. We should have insisted. She kept withdrawing and was quiet at dinner. Teens go through these stages, plus her aunt’s death just made things even harder. Now we realize that she was depressed.” Mrs. Jensen crumbled and ripped the tissue that was falling apart in her hands. Her lips started to tremble. “You don’t realize what I am going through over and over in my head.” She paused again, completely shredding the tissue, the pieces falling to the floor like snow. “She was crying out for help and we didn’t listen. I just wish I had tried something else, but we just never thought that she would kill herself,” she said, trying to hold back tears. “You can’t imagine how I felt walking into the living room, finding my little girl dead.” With that, she lost it. She dug the heel of her palms into her eyes, her chest heaving with uncontrollable sobs.




  “Mrs. Jensen, please, you don’t have to continue,” Paul consoled as he walked over to get her some more tissues.




  During this entire time, Abby’s breath was becoming more and more shallow. Her face was hot, and her sweat-soaked shirt was plastered to her back. She was swooning and had to get out of the room. Tears were welling up in her eyes as she tried to stand. Paul looked over at her and frowned. She got up and knocked the dining room chair over in her haste.




  “Mrs. Jensen, I’m sorry, I just can’t...” Abby said, stumbling over the words.




  She broke into tears before she even reached the door and ran out to the car as fast as she could. The door was locked, so she leaned against it and tried to stop crying. She felt ridiculous breaking down like that, but she knew it was going to happen. She watched as Mrs. Jensen stood at the door talking to Paul. She wiped her eyes then tucked the tissue in her pocket. She shook Paul’s hand and touched his shoulder. She looked out at Abby and gave a slight smile and little wave. Abby reciprocated then turned away.




  She heard Paul’s shoes crunching on the gravel. He had Abby’s coat draped over his arm. He came up behind her and with a firm gentleness, squeezed her arms.




  “Are you okay?”




  “Can we just go?” she asked, still sniffling. Her face burned from the wind chapping her tear soaked cheeks.




  “Yeah. Here, let me get that,” he said, unlocking the door.




  As they pulled away, he waved again to Mrs. Jensen. The steady hum of the car was the only sound filtering around them. After about five minutes of driving, he asked Abby what was wrong and if she wanted to talk about it.




  She looked down at her lap, wringing her hands. She knew that what happened back there was going to need an explanation. “Paul, I have to tell you something,” she began. Abby didn’t know where to start. It all felt fresh again, like she was going through the horrid experience one more time. The peaceful memories she recalled last night were replaced by the horrid images playing over and over again.




  She didn’t say anything for a while. Paul respected that. He answered her with the same tense silence. Abby stared out the window, focusing her attention on everything but the subject at hand. Her eyes followed the length of crooked wire fence, a dented moose crossing sign, and acres of barren woods. The sky looked ominous, but Abby wished it would just swallow her out of this situation. Even several years later, it haunted her. She thought about it often, but struggled to push it to the back of her mind. Talking about it sometimes made it easier to handle, but not easier to understand.




  Paul looked over at her. “Do you want to stop at the diner up here?” he asked.




  She knew the little greasy spoon he was talking about. Coffee seemed liked a good idea right now. It was past the time that the breakfast crowd filled the ripped, vinyl booths of Clara’s Diner. This should give them some privacy and a chance to talk.




  “Yeah, that sounds good. Paul, listen, I’m really sorry about what happened back there. I know it wasn’t professional, but I just couldn’t help it,” she apologized.




  Her body started to fill with anxiety again, and Paul sensed it. “Let’s get something to eat; you don’t have to explain anything now.”




  Paul pulled in front of the diner. From the looks of the amount of cars in front of the small, aluminum trailer, they would be the only two patrons.




  Abby didn’t say anything as they walked through the door and were seated. Paul helped her with her coat and hung it next to his on the rusted metal pole jutting up from the corner of the bench chair. Immediately, the waitress came over to take their order.




  “I will just have coffee and a banana nut muffin, if you have it,” she said, not even looking at the menu.




  “Coffee, for me, and the two egg special, scrambled,” he ordered, smiling at the woman.




  “So, what did you need to tell me?” he asked after the waitress left.




  “It’s a long story, a very long story,” Abby said.




  Before she started unraveling her history, the waitress returned with two blue-rimmed ceramic cups. The piping hot coffee was overflowing onto the saucer as she placed them in front of the two. She turned to Paul and asked if he wanted cream and sugar.




  “No, black is fine. Abby?” he asked.




  “Cream and sugar, please,” she said.




  Abby made her coffee almost white with cream and saturated with sweetener then settled back into the booth. “So, you probably think I am an idiot, right?” she asked.




  “Why would you say that? I just didn’t know what was going on back there. Were you that upset about Christa Jensen? It’s sad, but you have to try to separate your emotions from your work. I saw that you were rattled, but I knew that this was your first story like this. It’s hard.”




  Paul was trying to sound compassionate, but he was also lecturing her. Abby knew she should clue him in as to what was going on.




  “Listen, did I ever tell you about Becca? My friend from years ago?” she asked.




  “No, not that I recall. Do you still talk to her?”




  “No, I don’t. She’s dead,” Abby retorted, with a bit of sarcasm in her voice.




  The waitress’s perfect timing interrupted their conversation. Paul buttered his toast as the waitress asked if they needed anything else.




  “No we’re fine, thanks,” he said.




  “I’m sorry, Ab, I didn’t know. What happened?” he asked after the waitress walked away.




  Abby started with some background information. “When I was growing up, I had several friends, but no one that I was extremely close to. Then, the spring when I just turned twelve, I met Becca. She moved here not long before that. She lived with her Uncle Jonathan and Aunt Theresa. Her mother died months earlier from cancer.”




  “My God. How tragic. What about her father?” Paul asked, not even touching his breakfast.




  “Her father left the family when she was very young. They weren’t very close to the extended family. The grandmother, Colin’s mother, offered to help with Jean and her young daughter, but Becca’s mother wanted nothing to do with his side of the family after he deserted them. This left Jean’s only brother, Jonathan. She wasn’t particularly close to him, but she needed someone to say that they would take care of Becca if she lost her fight with cancer. Things were going well, and they thought that the cancer went into remission. But late in the school year, Jean’s fight ended. Becca was devastated that now she not only lost her father but a mother as well. Begrudgingly, she moved in with her aunt and uncle. They weren’t used to having children around the house, but they did the best they could to accommodate Becca.” Abby paused to break a piece off her muffin and sip the now tepid coffee.




  “That is sad, but how did she die?” Paul asked.




  Abby could see that he was truly interested in her story, whether it was the reporter in him or true concern. She had his full attention.




  “Anyway, to make a long story longer, we met at the end of that school year and clicked right away. We were inseparable that summer. I would either stay at her uncle’s house or she would stay at mine. We were both only children, and we had everything in common. That summer, my family planned a camping trip not far from our home. I begged Becca to come with us, but she said that I should just go with my family. She said that I didn’t spend enough time with them, and she should spend some time with her uncle since he and her aunt were so generous.
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