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Chapter Nine

Abby stood waiting on the curb while Paul paid the cab driver, tipping him handsomely.  Straightening, he eyed the Durbin house warily.  “Er, Abs?  Are ya sure yer folks are still awake?  The entire house is dark.”
“It’s fine.  They’re probably in the kitchen around back.  You just can’t see the light from here,” she answered softly.

Alerted by her odd tone, Paul peered through the darkness, and tried to see Abby’s face.  Ever since I asked her to join me on the tour, she’s been acting funny!  Then again, I reckon if I was being straight up with myself, she’s been acting funny all night….

“Come on,” she instructed, leading the way up the few steps to the front porch.

As he waited for Abby to unlock the front door, Paul wiped at the trickle of sweat running down his temple and ran a finger around the damp collar of his shirt.  He was finding the heat and humidity almost unbearable.  “Cor, is the weather always like this in the summer?” he complained.

Abby turned the key, sliding the bolt back, and pushed open the front door.  With a small smile, she explained, “They don’t call them the ‘dog days of August’ for nothing!  Even so though….no, it’s unusually hot and muggy for this hour.” 

Paul followed her over the threshold, pushing the door shut behind him.  It took a few seconds for his eyes to adjust to the shadowy interior, but, as they did, he saw Abby turning into a room just to the right.  Crossing into the room behind her, he was momentarily blinded by the lamp she’d switched on.

“Sorry,” she said, smiling apologetically at his reaction. 

“’salright…I coulda done with a bit of a warning though!” he joked.
Abby crossed the floor and turned on the window fan while Paul stood back and took in the room.  It was modestly furnished with a well worn brown and tan print couch flush against the wall, just opposite the lace-curtained windows with their shades half-drawn.  Juxtaposed at an angle across from the couch was a brown leather armchair whose years were betrayed by worn patches haphazardly hidden under crocheted doilies.  Two small oak side tables flanked the couch, each one supporting a lamp, and a larger coffee table, several shades darker than the other wood in the room, sat low in front of the couch.  The only other furnishing in the room was a small Zenith television set, its wire “rabbit ears” covered with aluminum foil to enhance reception. Grinning, Paul glanced around the room and observed, “Er, cozy, this.”
“Home, sweet homely home,” Abby quipped with a half-hearted smile.  Shyly, she added, “That’s what Mary used to say anyway.”

Paul’s attention was drawn to the line of framed photos propped up on the mantle, but he turned back toward Abby long enough to ask, “Mary?  Yer sister?”
“Yes,” Abby replied softly.  Noticing Paul’s interest in the family photographs, Abby took the opportunity to excuse herself.  “I’ll just go and tell my parents we’re here, Paul.  Feel free to make yourself at home….is there anything I can bring you from the kitchen?  A coke, perhaps?”
“That would be great, Abs, ta!”

“Okay, I won’t be long,” she promised before turning and leaving the room.

Paul returned to his inspection of the photographs, curious about Abby and her family.  Slowly, he picked up each picture, careful to hold it by the frame, and looked at it closely.  The first was an older wedding photograph of a couple Paul assumed to be Abby’s parents.  The second was a photo of two little girls dressed identically, one was a blonde abut three or four, the other a brunette who couldn’t have been older than two. Abby and her sister, Mary, Paul thought, noting the contrast between the sisters.  It was obvious that the light-haired Mary favored her mother while Abby got her dark hair and eyes from her father.  The third and fourth photographs were individual portraits of two young women, respectively.  Only the length of her hair had changed since Abby’s picture was taken, indicative that she’d sat for it not too terribly long ago, but it was the last framed photo that intrigued Paul most….the photograph of the mysterious and tragic Mary Durbin.  
Picking it up, he scanned the girl’s face.  Quite the looker!  She’d been a handful, I’d wager!  There was something vaguely familiar about the girl, although Paul didn’t give it much thought.  Since the Beatles first hit American shores, he’d encountered literally thousands of girls.  It’s certainly possible I might have seen her before!  With a mental shrug, he replaced the photo and walked over to the window.  Standing directly in front of the fan, he basked in the limited relief it brought from the sweltering night and wondered what was keeping Abby and her parents.  After a few moments, he cocked his head to the side and grimaced, What the hell is that smell?
As Abby approached the kitchen door, she stopped long enough to retrieve her sweater, quickly slipping into it before entering the frigid room.  
“Hi Mama, Daddy!” she exclaimed blithely, walking right past her parents without a glance and going straight to the refrigerator.  “I just thought I’d pop in and let you know I was back so you wouldn’t worry,” she said with a faltering smile.
Reaching in, she withdrew a bottle of Coke, bringing it to the sink to open. She was poised with the bottle opener over the cap when she suddenly froze.  “Y-Yes, he’s here.”

Gently setting the items down, she hung her head.  “Yes, I know,” she said sadly in answer to a question only she could hear.  Walking to the table, she pulled out a chair and lowered herself into the seat.  “Ummm….look, that’s sort of what I wanted to talk to you about….”
“I know!  I know!  Jesus, I brought him here, didn’t I?” she cried angrily.  More remorseful then, she continued, “It’s just that, well, these past few days I’ve spent with him has kind of led me to rethink some things --”

“Daddy, please! Just – just listen to me for a minute, okay?”
“NO!  You owe me that much!  I have done everything you’ve asked of me, haven’t I?”

“Thank you, Mama,” she said, more calmly.  “It’s just this….I’ve spent this time with Paul, and I know you can’t really get to know someone in so short of a time, but still, from what I’ve learned about him, well, let’s just say that he doesn’t seem to be the sort of man who would ever intentionally hurt someone.”

“I know it’s not the same thing, Dad, but really, how do we know for sure that Paul even knew about Mary’s…condition?”

Abby seemed to grow excited as she cried, “Yes, yes!  That’s just it, though!  I talked to Paul – well, not about that exactly – but I asked him what happens to all the letters fans send him in London.  He told me that he and the others don’t get to see even a quarter of the mail sent to them…that there’s secretaries or something whose job it is to open the letters and send out a promotional photo of the group!  Don’t you see?” she looked from one parent to the other.  “That means that Paul probably didn’t get Mary’s letter!  He never knew!  You can’t hold him responsible for something he knew nothing about, right?”

Her excitement melted into worry.  “No, it doesn’t, I know.  It’s just that…well, I love Mary, too - you know? – but I know how she can get.  She’s pretty, really pretty….and boys have always liked her….”
“No, Mama, please, I’m not saying anything like that.  What I mean is that Mary could be kind of a flirt.  The thing is….it’s not like Paul forced her.  What she did, she did willingly.”

“No, I don’t think she deserved what happened to her!” she sighed in resignation, adding,  “I’m just saying that I don’t see how what Paul did is any different from what she did, and I don’t think it’s fair that he be punished for it, that’s all.”

Abby lowered her eyes, feeling the first sting of tears.  After a moment, she slowly raised them to look at her father.  “No, I don’t want to go through with it.”

Suddenly, her face brightened.  “I don’t?” she cried hopefully.

Just as suddenly, her expression was clouded with confusion.  “What?  I-I don’t understand.  I thought I was the only one who could --”

Confusion shifted into fear.  “What?!  How?  How is that even possible?”

Fear gave way to horror.  “NO!  Please!  Don’t! You can’t!”

Then there was silence in the Durbin’s kitchen.

Paul stood in the doorway of the sitting room, peering down the dark hallway.  He could see a crack of light shining from underneath what he assumed was the kitchen door.  He took a few tentative steps further out into the hallway, the grimace returning to his face when he found the strange, sickly-sweet odor even stronger.  Holding a hand over his face, he called, “Abby!”

He listened for any sound at all, but heard only the constant low hum of the fan in the other room.  Against all logic, his heart hammered heavily against his chest and his stomach churned anxiously.  Clearing his throat, he tried again, “Abs!  Are you down there?”

He listened again….nothing.  Impatiently, he swiped at the sweat that plastered his brown fringe against his forehead, cursing the heat. “Er, ‘ullo? Mr. Durbin?  Mrs. Durbin?”  he called, his voice cracking nervously on the last syllable. 
Still, not a sound in reply.  Paul stared uncertainly at the shaft of light beckoning from underneath the door.

I should just go in there!  It’s been better than twenty minutes since Abby left.  Yeah, enough is bloody well enough!  Then again….why the fuck isn’t anyone answering me?  If they’re all in there, why aren’t they saying anything? Christ!
Just then, a loud ringing sounded directly behind Paul, causing him to jump in alarm.  It took a moment for him to figure out it was the front doorbell.  With a glance toward the kitchen, he was going to call out to ask if he should answer it, but, remembering the lack of any response to his previous calls, he just shrugged off the question.  Taking a deep breath to calm himself, he swung open the door, already grateful for the companionship of another human being in the unsettling quiet. 
As Paul swung the door open, the young woman on the other side stepped back in surprise.  

“Paul!  What are you doing here?” she demanded anxiously.

Paul struggled to do his best “Beatle grin,” failing miserably.  “Waitin’ fer Abby,” he replied irritably.  It only struck him at that moment that the girl didn’t seem all that surprised to find a Beatle answering the door, but only surprised at finding this particular Beatle.  And even then, she doesn’t really seem surprised so much as she seems…worried?

Pinching the bridge of his nose, he sighed and said, “Sorry, luv.  It’s been a strange night.  You obviously know who I am, but who are you?”

“Teresa….Teresa Santiago.  I live next door.  I saw the living room light on, and I wanted to talk to Abby.”
“Aye, well that makes two of us,” Paul groused.  Forcing a tired but conciliatory smile, he added, “Here, why don’t you come on in.  If you know the family, perhaps you’d feel more comfortable going about the house to find where Abby’s disappeared to.”

Teresa crossed the threshold and followed Paul into the living room.  “You said you were waiting for Abby…?”

“Yeah,” Paul said turning to face her.  “Almost a half-hour past now.  We came in, and she said she was just poppin’ off to the kitchen to let her parents know we were here, and she never came back.  I can’t imagine --”
“Parents?!” Teresa cried.  “Did you say she went to see her parents? In the kitchen?”

“Yeah,” Paul replied in confusion. “Why?”

Teresa slowly shook her head, grasping for words.  Raising her eyes to meet Paul’s, she saw a figure just past his shoulder, standing in the shadows outside the doorway. “Abby?”

Paul swung around just as the girl stepped into the light.  
“Abby?  What the hell are ya doin’?  Is that a wig yer wearin”?  Paul asked. At least a half-dozen more questions tumbled uselessly around in his mind.

“Oh my God…,” Teresa whispered in disbelief, staring at the long blonde wig Abby wore.  From a distance, anyone would think she was Mary.

Abby laughed softly.  “Sorry, kids….Abby’s…uh, stepped out.”  In her hand, she held the .22 caliber pistol.
