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      When Kathryn Garner took her life, she could not have known the devastation she would unleash for her family, friends, and the people she came into contact with every day. She was hurting, but she did she have any clue as to the pain her ultimate solution would cause others?

      Dealing with the aftermath of suicide is difficult for family, friends, and even people who knew the deceased in everyday situations. That one desperate act unravels so many lives. Sometimes it helps to know that there are others going through the same kind of turmoil as Those She Left Behind.
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      Theresa Bentley looked at the clock and frowned. It was two minutes to eight and her co-worker Kathryn Garner hadn’t called in sick, which wasn’t like her. She tried calling, but the phone rang and rang. She punched in the number and sent a text message. Hi, Kath. Are you coming into work today?

      Less than a minute later, she had an answer. No.

      Will you be in tomorrow?

      No.

      Theresa frowned. That was so unlike Kathryn. During the six years they’d worked together, Kathryn had rarely called in sick, but when she did she’d apologize profusely. It was a royal pain in the neck to have to reschedule patients—most of whom had had the appointment for at least six months. After two days, Theresa had booked all their new-patient and emergency slots. It would take weeks for Kathryn to catch up.

      Dr. Blair rounded the corner, clasping a cup of coffee, and paused at the patient check-out portion of the receptionist’s area. She’d already donned the white lab coat she wore when treating her patients. “Have you heard from Kathryn? Is she coming in this morning?”

      Theresa shook her head. “And not tomorrow, either.”

      “How did she sound?”

      Again Theresa shook her head. “She didn’t answer the phone, just my texts.”

      “That doesn’t sound good,” Dr. Blair said. “Well, do the best you can with the reschedules. If things get too backed up, call the agency to see if we can get a temp for the rest of the week.”

      Theresa nodded. “Okay.”

      Dr. Blair looked beyond the glass enclosure to see two patients already sitting in the waiting area pursuing this month’s batch of magazines. “Rachael is setting up the room. We should be ready for our first patient in a minute or two. What have we got?”

      “Mrs. Williamson’s root canal.”

      Dr. Blair smiled. There was nothing she liked better than root canals. She found them relaxing, which couldn’t be said for the patient lying in her chair with a blinding bright light shining in her eyes and a rubber dam holding her mouth open.

      The dentist returned to her inner sanctum and Theresa turned back to her computer. Then, on impulse, she typed in one more message.

      Feel better, Kathryn. We love and miss you.

      There was no reply.
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      Mark Garner listened to the bleat of his cell phone trying to connect, but once again after four rings the disembodied voice came back with the same announcement; “The person you are trying to reach is not accepting calls at this time.” He stabbed the ‘end call’ icon and stared at the darkened screen. “Come on, Kath; turn on your damn phone.”

      He waited ten minutes and tried again.

      “The person you are trying to reach is not accepting calls at this time.”

      This time, he hit autodial and listened again.

      “Hello?”

      “Jerry, it’s Mark. I know it’s late, but I’ve been trying to reach Kath since earlier this evening. Her phone is turned off and she’s not answering the landline, either. I’m worried about her.”

      “I talked to her yesterday. She didn’t sound good,” said the older man, Kathryn’s father. “Margaret and I were going to drop by today, but then I had to take Maddie to the doctor for Denise, and then we went to the pharmacy to pick up her new prescription….”

      He went on and on with a litany of excuses. Why hadn’t they made it a priority to check on Kathryn? She’d been feeling lonely and desperately unhappy for months, even before her job situation changed, but lately, that’s all she talked about. He didn’t understand it. She had the same job, worked with the same people, and in a much nicer office—just a different locale.

      He knew that in the old office, Kathryn’s hygienist’s chair had been right around the corner from the receptionist’s. As lovely as the new office was, it was also huge. Kathryn’s chair was now separated from the others, and she was forced to listen to what she called that god awful classical music her employer loved so much. Too much of what the local NPR station played sounded like funeral dirges. Didn’t classical composers write more happy tunes, she’d wondered?

      “Do me a favor, will you? If you can’t reach her yourself, first thing tomorrow go over to the house to check on her,” Mark asked.

      “I’m always up early to walk the dog,” Jerry said. “I’ll call and if she doesn’t answer, I’ll call her office, then I’ll go over.”

      Why couldn’t he understand the urgency? Didn’t he care about his daughter?

      “Don’t worry, Mark. Kathy’s been like this before. She always gets over these things.”

      “So far,” Mark said, but couldn’t keep the anxiety he felt from his voice.

      “She just needs to toughen up,” Jerry said.

      Mark said nothing. Kathryn had stopped seeing her counselor back in the summer, but the new office situation and the brutal winter seemed to be taking a bigger toll than it should on his wife’s tenuous coping skills.

      “I’d appreciate that, Jerry.”

      “When are you coming home?”

      “Day after tomorrow.”

      “Don’t worry. I’m sure Kathy’s all right.”

      “I’ll feel better after I’ve spoken to her.”

      “I’ll call you tomorrow morning. Good night.”

      “Good night.” Mark ended the call. It wouldn’t be a good night. He knew he’d lie awake for hours worrying about his beautiful, sad-eyed Kathryn.
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      Come winter, dog ownership is a challenge. Still, every morning Jerry Rhodes and Bandit, a poodle mix, looked forward to his walks. Bandit didn’t understand that the sidewalk could be icy, and he didn’t seem to feel the biting wind. Jerry just putting on his coat signaled the dog that it was time for his constitutional.

      They paused at the Henderson’s mailbox for Bandit to have an in-depth sniff and Jerry took out his cell phone and tried his daughter’s number once more. She still hadn’t turned on her phone.  He decided not to call the dentist’s office.

      After christening the post, Bandit was ready to move on, but Jerry tugged on the leash.

      “We’re not doing the whole route this morning, little guy,” he said when they’d only gone about halfway down the block. “I’m going to visit Kathy this morning. Want to come?”

      The mention of her name caused the dog’s tail to wag furiously. Kathryn missed having a dog of her own and always made such a fuss over Bandit. If she was feeling low, Jerry knew the dog could bring a smile to his daughter’s face.

      They walked back to the house, but instead of going inside, Jerry deposited the dog on the towel-covered back seat of the car where he could drip dry. As much as she loved the furball, Kathryn wouldn’t want wet doggy footprints on her immaculate kitchen floor.

      The drive to Kathy and Mark’s house normally took just five minutes, but commuter traffic was backed up near the expressway on-ramp, and it took more than ten minutes. Although the plow guy had already cleared the driveway, a dusting of snow covered it. There were no tracks. Earlier in the week Kathy had said she’d called in sick. Maybe she had once again.

      Jerry got out of the car, opened the back door and scooped out Bandit, then walked to the front door. Holding the small dog under his left arm, he fumbled with the keys. Only the handle lock was locked, which was good. The top lock often got stuck and he didn’t want to put Bandit down to get snowy once again. He opened the door and walked inside the deadly quiet house.

      “Kathy? Kathy, it’s Dad and Bandit.”

      He wiped his shoes on the mat just inside the foyer and set the dog down on the floor. Bandit took off like a shot for the kitchen where Kathy kept a canister of dog treats for his frequent visits. Jerry took off his shoes and then followed the dog. “Kathy?” he called. He went into the kitchen. The door to the garage had not been locked. He opened it, saw her car parked in its usual spot, and closed the door once again.

      “Where is that girl?” Jerry muttered and retraced his steps to the foyer. The stairs to the second floor were covered in beige carpeting, something he saw as impractical, but Kathy had her own ideas about that. They didn’t have kids, and as she had forbidden Mark to carry glasses of wine beyond the first floor, she saw no reason why she couldn’t indulge herself.

      Jerry took the stairs two steps at a time, which put a lot of pressure on his knees, but he wasn’t about to admit it to anyone, least of all his doctor. “Kathy? Where are you?” he called.

      He rounded the landing and an odd odor made his nose wrinkle. A kind of coppery smell he could sort of identify but not truly understand.

      The door to the master bedroom was closed. He’d only visited this room one other time, just after Kathy and Mark had moved in when she showed off the new furniture they’d picked out to populate their inner sanctum. Jerry rapped his knuckles against the door. “Kathy, honey, are you okay?”

      Bandit began to bark shrilly at the bottom of the stairs. The steps were too steep for his stumpy legs. Jerry grabbed the door handle to the master suite and turned it, pushing it open and poking his head inside. “Kathy?”

      No answer.

      He tiptoed into the pristine room. Kathy had painted the walls in an ivory tone. Pastel prints of flowers decorated the walls. The king-sized bed and other furnishings looked like something out of the decorating magazines his wife, Margaret, subscribed to.

      Bandit continued to bark downstairs, as though sounding an alarm.

      “Honey?” Jerry called.

      The en suite door was closed. Again Jerry rapped his knuckles on the door and then tried the handle. “Kathy?”

      Jerry pushed the door open and took in the sight, suddenly hyperventilating at the rusty mess that had spattered
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