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CHAPTER ONE

     Sara walked into her room looking for her shoes.  Where the heck were they?  There, by the bed.  She quickly slipped one on and called out, "Aunt Reni, we have to get going or we'll be late!"  Distracted by the long anticipated events of the day, Sara did not realize for a moment that there hadn't been a reply.  

     "Aunt Reni, where are you?" she huffed under her breath.  Grabbing her purse Sara stomped unbalanced down the hall.  She poked her head around the corner of her aunt's bedroom.  Her Aunt Irene was dressed, but lying on the bed, eyes closed.

     "Oh come on Reni, don't tell me that you're going to get all emotional on me today" Sara chided as she slipped on the other shoe.

     "No sweetheart, I don't feel well all of a sudden.  I just needed to lay down for a minute" came the reply.  Concern clouding her face Sara gently sat on the side of the bed and asked what was wrong.  

     "It's another one of those damned headaches Sara, I'll be all right in a bit” Irene answered and forced a smile. 

     Though the words were meant to reassure her, Sara worried nonetheless.  Irene had been having headaches for the better part of a week now, some quite severe, but there seemed to be no explanation for them.

     "Can I get you something?  Some aspirin, will that help?"  Sara asked solicitously.

     "I just took some and I'll be fine.  Please don't worry.  Not today" Irene answered.

     Today Sara was graduating from college.  She had majored in psychology and had been accepted to graduate school where she planned to get her master's degree and then go on to earn her Ph.D.  Ever since she was a little girl, nine or ten to be exact, Sara had always known exactly what she wanted to do.  She wanted to help people.  To be able to touch someone’s life, make a difference, heal a wound…Sara felt is was her calling, as old fashioned as that sounded.    Her inspiration, motivation and deep desire to heal emotional suffering came from her beloved aunt, whom she now focused all her attention on.  

     Sara watched as Irene gingerly raised herself to a sitting position, smoothed her dress, declared she was fine and let's get the show on the road.  Sara's breathed a sigh of relief.   She had never known her aunt to give in to an illness, black mood, or anything else for that matter.  Irene was as strong as the proverbial ox and Sara had depended on her for everything since she was eight years old.

     At that tender age, Sara lost both parents to a senseless act of violence.  Her mother and father had spent an evening in downtown Los Angeles attending the theater.  On the way home, Sara's father stopped at a convenience store to pick up milk for his daughter's breakfast the next morning.  As it was quite late, and since they were in an unfamiliar part of town, Sara's mother carefully locked the car doors after her husband got out of the car.  The store looked quite deserted, and just before he pulled open one side of the double glass doors, Robert Martin turned back to his wife, gave a little wave, and mouthed the words, “be right back.”  Sandra Martin smiled back at him while at the same time using a familiar gesture to hurry it up buster, I want to go home.

     Upon entering the store, Robert encountered a robbery in progress.  It took only a split second for him to realize what was happening, and by then of course it was too late.  As he turned to flee, Robert was shot in the back by a man so cranked up on drugs, he would have shot at his own distorted reflection in the security mirror had he even noticed.   Sandra watched in horror from the car.  By sheer instinct, and without thinking of her own safety, she tried to open the car door, forgetting it was locked.  As she struggled and screamed “Bobbie!”  she heard another shot.  Then another.  When she finally got the door open, and jumped out to aid her husband, the shooter raced out.  He stopped, stared manically into her face, and with the look of a man who has nothing to lose, shot twice.  Sandra was hit once in the chest, the other bullet ricocheting off the car.  Mortally wounded, she fell to the ground.  The gunman stopped long enough to wrench the watch and rings from her hands.  Her final thought as she lay on the cold wet ground was of her daughter.  She died a tragically slow death, drowning in her own blood, her dead husband only a few feet away.

     If it hadn't been for her mother's sister, Sara might never have survived the tragedy.  Irene Breck had a thriving private counseling practice in a busy suburb of Los Angeles County.  She was considered somewhat of a miracle worker, her reputation so great that she often had to turn people away and refer them to some of her most trusted colleagues.  Many of her clients were artists and actors, people with enormous egos and equally enormous baggage.  Irene lived for her work.  She had never married; she just hadn’t been able to either find the time or the energy to sustain a romantic relationship.  She was however extremely close to her sister, adored her brother-in-law, and doted on her niece from the day she was born.      

     After receiving a frantic call from the baby-sitter in the middle of the night, Irene contacted the police and learned of the shooting.  She rushed to her sister's home, checked on a sleeping Sara, arranged for the sitter to get home, and spent the rest of the night planning.  Despite the grief and shock, Irene’s professional training automatically kicked in.  All she could focus on was what would be best for Sara, and by dawn, she’d decided to take Sara away and start a new life.  Irene felt that relocation, and a new beginning was their only hope. 

     It took six months before she could accomplish it all however, as there were endless arrangements to be made.  She had to slowly wean many of her clients off therapy, therapy with her anyway, while also intensely monitoring Sara and how she was coping with the unspeakable loss of her mom and dad.  The eight year old regressed for some time, but not abnormally so considering the horrific circumstances.  After an intense mourning period, Sara did continue in school, but refused to interact with the other children anymore, even her closest friends.  Sara had become terrified of attachment for fear of losing anyone else she loved.  She became withdrawn, had black moods, angry tears, and deeply disturbing nightmares.

     Irene's only concern was for Sara.  It took all her skills as a therapist to help her niece recover, as well as deal with her own grief.  After moving to the northern part of the state, Irene and Sara settled into life together in a small town, small in comparison to the city they had left behind.  Little by little they healed each other and survived.

     Today, more than twelve years later, was the culmination of a long, difficult struggle for normalcy and peace.  Irene was determined that nothing was going to stand in the way of Sara's happiness.  Certainly not something as trivial as an annoying headache.  They had both worked too hard and come too far.

     "Sara, sweetheart, wipe that frown off you're face and let's get going.  We can't be late on the most important day of your life" Irene commanded.  

     Sara smiled.  That was Reni, always there for her.

     "Oh Reni, thank you for everything" she hugged her aunt tight relieved that all was right again.  They quickly collected their things and rushed out the door.


