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And just like that, he was gone

Before Caitlin Reynolds could even drop her keys and purse onto the kitchen counter after returning home from work one mid-October evening, her daughter Holly leapt off the stool where she had been sitting, doing her homework, and thrust two pieces of paper into Caitlin’s hand. Bouncing excitedly on her toes and with a bright smile on her face, she implored, “Can I go?”

“Good grief, I just walked in the door!” her mother replied, shaking her head. “Give me a minute to breathe.” 

“Sorry, Mom,” said Holly, sounding somewhat let down. “I just really want you to say yes.” She sat back down at the counter and pretended to get on with her homework.

Caitlin, feeling bad for quashing her daughter’s enthusiasm, kissed Holly on the head, sat down on the stool next to her, and said, “Okay, let’s have a look.” She straightened out the papers that had been folded neatly into quarters, and saw a flyer that depicted vibrant caricatures of a handsome, square-jawed hero clad in white, a clever-looking, curvaceous heroine, and a mustachioed, black-robed villain caught in the act of some deviltry. A melodrama was being performed at an archaic theater in Park City, Utah and Holly’s eighth-grade English class was invited to attend the performance to be held the following Wednesday evening. The narrative below the caricatures described the plot and encouraged the attending students to be vocal with their ‘hisses, boos, and cheers’ during the performance. Caitlin smiled as she read. It reminded her of when she was young, watching the old melodramatic cartoon with her own mother about the bungling Canadian Mountie Dudley Do-Right, his love Nell, and the villainous Snidely Whiplash. She next looked at the permission slip that required a parent’s signature for the student to attend. The listed price for a student ticket and transportation was $20, which Caitlin thought was quite reasonable.

Holly peered over at her mother as Caitlin read the permission slip. “Please, Mom,” she begged. “Everyone is going. I don’t want to miss out.”

Caitlin noted that the event was sponsored by Holly’s English teacher, Aaron Kennedy. Being new to the area, Caitlin hadn’t met any of Holly’s teachers yet and knew nothing about Mr. Kennedy. A parent-teacher conference was scheduled for the following Thursday, the day after the melodrama and the first day of the student’s fall break. Although she was sure everything would be fine in allowing her daughter to attend the performance, she would feel better if she knew with whom her daughter would be spending the evening.

“Let me think about it,” Caitlin said, placing the papers on the counter next to her keys. When Holly began to pout, she added, “Please don’t sulk. I’m not saying no. I’ve only been home for a minute; I need some time to unwind and think about it.”

“Is there anything I can do to help you say yes?” Holly asked.

“You know, I believe there is. You can give me some space while I settle in and then help me with dinner without complaint. That would go a long way.”

“Okay, I can do that.”

“Is Kristi going?” Caitlin asked. Kristi Miller was Holly’s new best friend. The two of them were both recent transfers to the junior high and had hit it off on their first day of class together. 

“She said her mom won’t say no.”

“Oh, yeah? She knows what her mom will say, does she? What about you? What do you think your mom will say?”

A mischievous grin spread across Holly’s face. “I’m pretty sure she’ll say yes.”

Caitlin chuckled as she slid off the stool. “She probably will. Let me get dinner over with and I’ll make a call or two before I decide. Fair enough?”

“Yes! Thanks, Mom!” Holly threw her arms around her mother’s neck and kissed her cheek. Like all children, Holly had been very affectionate as a young child and, like most teenagers, had begun to pull away and become less demonstrative toward her mother starting a couple of years ago. Even though Caitlin knew Holly was trying to butter her up so she’d sign the consent form, this unusual loving display from her fourteen-year-old was welcome and appreciated.

Caitlin Reynolds was a single parent, and had been for Holly’s entire life. The girl’s father, a man named Eddie Cooper, had never been in the picture and didn’t even know of Holly’s existence. He and Caitlin met in 1998 when they were both students at Stanford University. Eddie, a senior at the time, was planning to go to law school after graduation and Caitlin, a junior, was studying nursing. They were introduced by a mutual friend at a Halloween party that year and there was an immediate and strong attraction between the two of them. They dated for several months before he inexplicably disappeared, which was a couple of weeks before she even knew she was pregnant and less than three weeks before his graduation. None of his friends seemed to know where he’d gone or why he'd left. Caitlin knew he was from somewhere in Oregon yet knew little about his family. His sudden disappearance was a shock, as well as a complete mystery, to Caitlin. When he didn’t show up for several days, Caitlin talked to the campus police but nothing came of that. She next talked to a woman in the admissions office to see if Eddie had left a forwarding address for his diploma. She got nowhere with her request. She also contacted the Human Resources department at the law firm where he had landed a part-time job; they wouldn’t or couldn’t give her any information. To her surprise, all the Google searches over the years hadn’t produced any answers. If Holly’s existence didn’t prove otherwise, she might have believed her short-lived romance with Eddie Cooper was all a dream. It was very strange and frustrating. 

Caitlin and Holly had relocated from their home in Irvine, California to the Sugar House neighborhood of Salt Lake City, Utah in early June of 2013, moving in with Caitlin’s ailing mother Laverne who, within less than a month of their arrival, needed to be moved into an assisted living facility after she fell and broke her hip. Caitlin was able to secure employment as a clinical nurse specialist at the University of Utah Hospital, similar to the work she had been doing in Irvine. She and her daughter were still living in her mother’s renovated, four-bedroom, red brick home, the deed to which Laverne had added Caitlin’s name before entering the assisted living facility. “It’s the smart thing to do because you never know,” Laverne had told Caitlin at the time. The home was in a nice, quiet neighborhood where people were affable yet never nosy or intrusive.

The decision to leave her job, uproot her daughter, and move back to her childhood home in Salt Lake wasn’t made lightly. Even though she had been raised there and she liked the area, her entire adult life had been spent in California. Were it not for her mother’s worsening health, she might never have considered moving back. She loved her mother, who had always been supportive and encouraging, even with Caitlin’s surprise pregnancy, and she wanted to do whatever she could to help out. With Holly’s school year ending and Laverne’s health deteriorating, Caitlin knew the time was right and the decision to make the move turned out to be a simple one. Still, uprooting her teenage daughter from the only place she’d ever lived wouldn’t be so easy. When Caitlin approached Holly about the subject of moving, weeks before the end of seventh grade, her daughter was less than thrilled. “Ugh, I don’t want to move there, it sounds dumb. And I won’t have any friends. Why do we have to go? Can’t someone else help Grandma?”

Caitlin was hurt by her daughter’s selfish response. “You know there’s no one else. Grandma needs us and it’s our responsibility to help her.”

“Ugh!” Holly groaned again. “If Grandma dies, will we get to move back here?”

“Holly!” cried Caitlin, appalled and offended by her daughter’s insensitive question. “What a horrible thing to ask.”

Holly noticed there were tears in her mother’s eyes and knew an apology was in order. “Sorry,” she said, trying to sound remorseful. “It’s just...” Holly didn’t finish the sentence.

“I certainly hope this won’t be your attitude when I’m old and in poor health,” Caitlin chided.

It was hard for Holly not to roll her eyes. She thought her mother was being dramatic. “When do we have to go?” she asked instead.

“As soon as the school year is over.”

Still feeling put-upon, Holly questioned, “Where will we live? We don’t even have a house there.”

“We’ll stay with Grandma.”

“Oh. Like, forever?” Although her tone sounded as though she was bothered by those arrangements, she loved her grandmother and liked staying at her house. Caitlin had taken Holly out to visit at least twice a year since she was born so Holly was well acquainted with the accommodations. It was bigger and nicer than the apartment they were currently living in.

“I don’t know how long it will be. We just need to be open to possibilities.”

When the time came, Caitlin rented a small U-Haul and she and Holly made the 9+ hour drive in one sitting. Laverne was happy to receive them and the timing ended up being advantageous, as Laverne fell in the kitchen not long after they moved in and broke her hip, which required hip replacement surgery and subsequent convalescence. Because Caitlin had just started her new job at the University Hospital, it became necessary for her to find a room for Laverne at a local care facility.

Present circumstances being what they were, it appeared as though Caitlin and Holly would remain in Salt Lake City.

Now, feeling the warmth of Holly’s unexpected show of affection, Caitlin retired to her bedroom where she removed her scrubs and threw on a pair of well-worn sweats. When she returned to the kitchen, she found Holly sitting at the counter puzzling over her science book.

“Anything I can help you with?” Caitlin offered, stroking Holly’s thick, brunette ponytail.

“No. I’m almost finished. What are we having for dinner and what do you want me to do to help?”

Caitlin opened the fridge, scanned its contents, sighed, and closed the door. “You know what? How about we go out to eat? How does that sound?”

“Perfect!” Holly slammed her science book shut, grabbed her phone, and jumped off the stool. “Let’s go, I’m starving.”

Hyperbole aside, Caitlin agreed and drove them to a nearby fast-food restaurant. They placed their orders before finding a small table by the west-facing window. The mid-October sun shone brightly through as it descended behind the west-lying Oquirrh Mountains, warming them both as they waited for the waitress to bring them their food.

“Tell me about Mr. Kennedy; is he a good teacher?” Caitlin asked.

“I guess.”

“Is he old, young, what else?”

“He’s kind of old, maybe around your age.”

“I’m thirty-five, I’m not old!” said Caitlin, feigning outrage. She knew that kids thought anyone over the age of twenty was old.

“Okay, not old-old. Maybe middle-aged?”

Caitlin shook her head with exasperation. “Whatever.”

“He’s cute. I think you’d like him.”

“You think so, huh?” Caitlin laughed. “Why, because he’s single?” Despite the occasional date she went on when they lived in California, she hadn’t been out on a single date since they moved to Salt Lake. She’d made friends with her colleagues at work and socialized with them now and then but none were both in her age group and single.

“Well, actually I don’t know if he’s single. He just seems like a nice guy. A lot of the girls in my class have a crush on him.”

“Are you one of those girls?”

Holly shrugged. “He’s okay to look at during class but he’s too...” She stopped herself before continuing.

“I know, he’s too old,” Caitlin finished for her.

“Well, he’s definitely too old for the girls in my class,” Holly remarked with disgust.

“What about the guys in your class? Are you interested in any of them?”

Holly shrugged again in a very non-committal way. “Maybe.”

“What about your other classes? You seem to be enjoying them. At least I haven’t heard any complaints so far.”

“They’re okay.”

Before Caitlin could ask for further elaboration, their food arrived. Caitlin let the subject drop and they ate in relative silence. Once they were finished, however, Caitlin decided to take advantage of the time they had together in a neutral setting, hoping Holly would give more than a one- or two-word response. “How do you like your school?” she asked. “I assume it’s different than in California.”

“What do you mean?” answered Holly, her nose already in her phone’s screen.

“I don’t know. I’m sure it’s not easy starting over at a new school. I just hope you’re adjusting well.”

Holly looked up briefly. “You’re the one who brought me here.” She went right back to looking at her phone.

Caitlin didn’t know how to take Holly’s comment. “Please put your phone down.”

“Why?” Her phone remained in her hand and her eyes remained on the screen.

“I’d like to have a conversation with you. It’s kind of hard when you’re somewhere else.”

“Ugh! I’m right here!” Holly replied irritably.

Caitlin reached over and took the phone out of her daughter’s hand and placed it on her side of the table. “Just give me five minutes. It won’t kill you to talk to me, you know.”

“Fine.” Holly crossed her arms across her chest and looked her mother in the eye. “What do you want to talk about?”

Caitlin decided it would be best to lighten the moment. She leaned forward, undeterred by Holly’s negative attitude, looked around and whispered conspiratorially, “I’ve always wanted to know: if you could have any superpower, what would it be?”

The question caught Holly by surprise and she started to laugh. “That was random. Hmm, I don’t know, I guess I’d like to be invisible. Then I could spy on people without being caught.”

“Invisible spy, nice. I’d like to be able to fly.”

“I think everyone says either being invisible or being able to fly,” Holly observed.

“You’re probably right. What’s a superpower you wouldn’t want?”

“Ooh,” Holly said, thinking for a minute as she was drawn into the unexpected bit of banter. “Having tentacle arms?”

“Ha, good one. Okay, here’s another question. Do you have any superstitions?”

“Hmm. I don’t know if it’s a superstition, but if my hair doesn’t look good when I leave the house, I know I’m going to have a crappy day.”

“I used to feel the same way. It’s funny how nice-looking hair is so important. Now I’m ‘meh’ if my hair isn’t just so.”

“I’ve noticed,” Holly remarked with a sarcastic smile on her face.

“Rude!” said Caitlin. “So, are you sorry we moved here?”

Holly’s guard was down and she answered honestly, “Not really. I’m glad I met Kristi, she’s more real and low-key than my friends in California.”

“I’m glad you’re friends with her as well. She seems like a nice girl.” Caitlin had gotten to know Kristi as she had been to the house several times.

“And everyone likes her,” Holly added

“I’m sure everyone likes you as well.”

“Probably only because I’m her best friend.”

“You wouldn’t be her best friend if you didn’t have the same good qualities that she has.”

Holly rolled her eyes.

“It’s the truth,” said Caitlin. “You’re a smart, beautiful girl.” She reached across the table and took Holly’s hand.

Holly pulled away. “Stop Mom! You’re embarrassing me.”

It wasn’t easy being the mother of a teenage daughter. Caitlin couldn’t get used to Holly’s feelings of embarrassment and self-deprecation. “How am I embarrassing you? Can’t you take a compliment when it’s offered?” She wondered if mothers of teenage boys experienced the same woes.

“Ugh,” groaned Holly as she grabbed her phone off the table, “let’s just go.”

Their mutual pleasant moment had passed. Caitlin dug the keys from her purse, dumped their trash, and followed Holly out of the restaurant to their car.

Once they returned home, Holly went back to her homework while Caitlin went to her bedroom to call Kristi’s mother Cheryl Miller and ask about the upcoming field trip to Park City. “Yes, I signed Kristi’s permission slip,” Cheryl informed Caitlin. “It sounds like fun. My friend Jackie from book club has a son in the same class and she’s agreed to go along as one of the chaperones. She also knows the other mom who’s the second chaperone. The kids will be in good hands.”

“Have you ever met Mr. Kennedy?” Caitlin wanted to know.

“I haven’t, no. Jackie’s two older kids both had him for English and she said he’s a good teacher and a nice guy.”

“Okay. I guess now I don’t have an excuse not to sign the permission slip,” Caitlin laughed.

She ended the call and returned to the kitchen where Holly was finishing up her homework. “All done,” Holly announced, slipping her book and assignment into her backpack that was perched on the counter. Apparently, she was no longer upset with her mother for daring to compliment her in a public place. Caitlin retrieved the permission slip that had been left nearby. “Ooh, are you going to sign it?” Holly asked with excitement. She had already signed the student portion, agreeing to the rules of behavior listed on the form.

“If I do, I don’t want any attitude from you in the meantime because I can easily change my mind about letting you go. Understand?”

“Yes,” Holly replied, sounding somewhat defeated as though she suspected she might not be able to hold up her end of the deal.

“I have faith you’ll be able to restrain yourself for a week,” Caitlin said with a knowing smile as she grabbed a pen, signed the form, and handed it back to Holly, along with a twenty-dollar bill she retrieved from her purse.

“Thanks, Mom.” Holly folded the form back up around the bill and tucked them into the front zippered compartment of her backpack as Caitlin hung the flyer for the melodrama on the door of the refrigerator.

By and large, Holly kept her negative attitude to herself during the following week. She slipped up just once with a snide remark about her mother’s nagging to do her Saturday chores before catching herself and apologizing.

“Nice save,” remarked Caitlin.

After returning home from school the following Wednesday, Holly finished her homework, ate an early dinner, changed into something nice, and waited for her mother to come home from work and drive her back to the school to meet the bus that would take the students to Park City to watch the play. As they drove, Caitlin asked if Holly had her ticket. Holly rummaged through her small shoulder bag, placing her phone on the seat next to her leg, allowing her to search easier. “Here it is,” she said, holding it up for her mother to see. She put it back in her bag and zipped it shut just as they were pulling into the parking lot. She spotted her friend Kristi standing next to the yellow school bus along with several other students and three adults; two women and one man. The bus driver was already seated behind the wheel. “Oh, there’s Kristi. Bye, Mom. Mr. Kennedy said we should be back here by ten so you can pick me up then.” Without a goodbye kiss, she opened the door and hurried toward her friend.

As Caitlin was getting ready to drive away, she noticed that Holly had left her phone on the passenger seat. She knew it would be nothing short of a crisis if Holly didn’t have it. Putting the car back into park, she fetched the phone and stepped out of the car. “Holly!” she hollered, holding up the phone so Holly could see why she had called out to her. The adults and most of the students turned and looked at Caitlin.

Red-faced, Holly ran back, took the phone from Caitlin’s hand, and turned to rejoin her friends. Caitlin hoped for a word of thanks but got none. “Have fun,” she said, sounding a bit let down.

Holly suddenly realized her lack of appreciation. She stopped, turned around, and said, “Thanks, Mom,” waving the phone in the air.

Caitlin watched as Holly returned to the group of students standing outside the bus. She couldn’t remember any specific incident when she acted embarrassed or unappreciative of her own mother when she was a teenager, although she assumed there must have been plenty. It was all part of growing up. Still, she didn’t have to like it. The upside was that it was just a phase and, in a few years, she and Holly would become close again. She climbed back into her car and returned home.

When Holly rejoined her friends, Kristi teased, “I can’t believe you left your phone in the car,” as though that was the most unthinkable thing Holly could ever have done.

“I know, right?” Holly replied. “And I’m sure my mom loved embarrassing me in front of everyone. At least I have it back,” she added with a relieved smile as she slipped the phone back inside her shoulder bag. Looking around, she asked, “Where’s Mr. Kennedy?”

“I don’t know, he was here a minute ago. Maybe he got on the bus. Oh, there he is.” Mr. Kennedy had indeed stepped onto the bus and was talking to the driver.

When the last of the 26 students who signed up and paid for the field trip arrived, Mr. Kennedy exited the bus, gathered the students around him, and reminded them of the rules of behavior before allowing them to board the bus. As he spoke, he seemed a little rattled. When he finished, he allowed the students and the other two other chaperones to board, keeping his back angled to the street and parking lot. As soon as everyone was seated, Mr. Kennedy boarded the bus, the driver closed the door and drove off. The students were loud yet well-behaved during the 45-minute drive.

Once in Park City, the bus was parked in a nearby lot and the adults, including the bus driver, and the students walked two blocks to the theater. It was almost ten degrees colder there than it was back in Salt Lake City. The autumn leaves were still fairly vibrant on the trees there but they were all but gone in the higher, cooler elevation of Park City. The students that hadn’t worn their jackets on the bus were now putting them on. The theater’s owner, Mr. Moore, was waiting out front to welcome the group and lead them inside to their reserved seats, which consisted of two rows of fifteen in the center section of the auditorium, five rows back from the stage. The area had been roped off to prevent other patrons from sitting there. Mr. Moore also passed out vouchers that entitled each member of the group to a small complimentary soda and small bag of popcorn. While the students, the two parental chaperones, and the bus driver went to the concession stand before the start of the play, Mr. Kennedy took out his phone and excused himself to make a call outside the theater.

Ten minutes later, the signal was given that the play was about to begin. As the students were herded back inside the auditorium to take their seats, Mr. Kennedy pulled Holly Reynolds aside.

“I’d like to ask a favor of you,” he said, making sure they were out of earshot of the others. He held out an odd-shaped, copper-colored flat key embossed with a number at the top. “Would you please hold onto this for me? I know it sounds a bit odd, but please understand I have my reasons. Can I trust you with it? It’s important.”

Holly was taken aback by Mr. Kennedy’s unusual request and at the same time flattered that he had enough confidence in her to ask. She agreed.

Mr. Kennedy placed the key in Holly’s hand. “Put this in your purse and when you get home, put it somewhere safe where you won’t lose it. I’ll ask for it back at some point in the future. I would appreciate it if you’d keep this to yourself in the meantime.”

“Okay,” Holly said with a shrug as she dropped the key into the inside pocket of her shoulder bag.

“Thank you, Holly. I knew I could trust you.” He smiled, patted her shoulder, and, with a proud look on his face, led her back inside.

Holly found Kristi, who was saving her a seat. Each of the two adult chaperones sat in the middle of the students’ two reserved rows while Mr. Kennedy and Wayne, the bus driver, sat on opposite ends. Shortly after seven o’clock, Mr. Moore walked to the middle of the stage, in front of the heavy, scarlet drawn curtains. He thanked the sold-out audience for their attendance and explained that their experience would be enhanced with their participation by cheering the play’s hero and booing the villain. The audience took his encouragement to heart, doing just that during the play’s first act. It was no surprise that the students were the most vociferous. Because audience participation was part of the play, the actors’ dialogues were suspended during the outbursts to allow the on-stage conversations to be heard.

Mid-way through the second act, Mr. Kennedy slipped unnoticed out of the theater. It wasn’t until the play concluded that the two chaperones, the bus driver, and the students questioned where he had gone and why. He didn’t have his own transportation and therefore he couldn’t have gone far, they reasoned, and he knew what time the bus was scheduled to return to Salt Lake. After waiting for ten minutes outside the theater, Jackie, one of the chaperones, sent her son Wyatt back to the bus to see if Mr. Kennedy was there. He was not. Wayne, the bus driver, went back inside the theater and checked the men’s restroom. Also, no success. At that point, the students were beginning to get cold and restless and had spread out into individual groups along the front of the theater. After waiting another few minutes, Jackie called the school’s principal to ask what they should do. “He said we need to get the kids home,” she told the Wayne and Gwen, the other chaperone. “If he’s still in Park City, he can either get a room for the night, or call a friend or pay a taxi for a ride home.” With that, Jackie corralled the students and explained that they needed to return to Salt Lake as it was getting late and cold. She gave them all a couple of minutes to call their parents to explain the situation and that they would be arriving a half hour later than anticipated.

“Are we just going to leave Mr. Kennedy here?” one timid female student asked, fear and despair obvious in the timbre of her voice.

“Maybe he’s hurt and can’t get to the bus,” another female student suggested, sounding panicky.

“Or maybe he was kidnapped,” suggested a male student dramatically. He relished the look of horror on many of the other students’ faces at the idea.

The students became more worried and agitated as other theories were thrown around.

“Let’s all calm down,” said Jackie, gesturing with her hands. “Mr. Kennedy is an adult; he’ll be okay.” She hoped her words sounded more confident than she felt.

The students were loaded onto the bus and the group headed back to Salt Lake. “What do you think happened to him?” Gwen whispered to Jackie as a constant buzz of opinions and suppositions circulated throughout the vehicle.

“I have no idea,” Jackie responded. “This isn’t like him. To be honest, I’m quite worried. I just don’t want the kids to see that I am. That wouldn’t be helpful.”

Gwen agreed. “I hope nothing bad has happened to him.”

When the bus pulled into the school parking lot at 10:30, anxious parents could be seen huddled together in a group, no doubt discussing the odd turn of events regarding the students’ teacher and the scant information they were given about his disappearance. The kids piled off the bus and ran to their parents. Instead of climbing back into their cars, the parents remained where they were, hoping for more answers. They were disappointed that the chaperones had none to give.

“I’m sorry,” Jackie told them, taking the lead, “we don’t know anything more than what we told your children before leaving Park City. Let’s just wait and see if we can find out more tomorrow.”

Grumbling, the parents and children got into their cars and went their separate ways. When they were all gone, the two chaperones said their goodbyes and also left. Wayne climbed back into the school bus and returned it to the district lot, where his personal car was waiting.

“That’s pretty weird about your teacher,” Caitlin said to Holly as they drove home. “I hope everything is okay.”

“Uh huh,” was all Holly could think to say. She wondered about the weird, short encounter she had with Mr. Kennedy before the play began when he gave her a key and asked her to keep it safe and to not tell anyone about it. She was tempted to tell her mother in case it might be helpful. Instead, she decided to hold onto the key and keep the secret until he asked for it back, just like she said she would. How long could that take?

“I have a parent/teacher conference scheduled with him tomorrow at twelve-thirty. I may have to reschedule if he’s not around.” Holly kept unusually quiet so Caitlin decided to change the subject. “How was the melodrama? Did you have fun?”

“Yeah, it was really fun,” Holly replied, now sounding a bit more like her old self. “We got to boo the bad guy and cheer the good guy. Everyone was getting into it. And we all got a free popcorn and soda.”

“Sounds nice. I’m glad you had a good time.”

“Everyone had fun, until we found out Mr. Kennedy was missing. Some kids think he got kidnapped and others think he got hurt and can’t get help.”

“I assume he has a phone; if he got hurt, he could call for help.”

“I guess that’s true. Maybe he was kidnapped after all.”

“I don’t think he’s been kidnapped,” Caitlin assured her daughter. “I’m sure there’s a reasonable explanation and we’ll just have to wait to hear what it is.” Still, Caitlin couldn’t help wondering why the teacher would leave the kids like that in Park City without a word, and where he had gone and why. He had to know the kids, not to mention the chaperones, the bus driver, and the parents would be worried. It didn’t make any sense. It was clear to Caitlin something wasn’t right; still, she had no intention of voicing her concerns and scaring her daughter.

By tomorrow, she and all the other parents and students thought, they would have their answer. That never happened. Mr. Kennedy never reappeared. A substitute teacher was hired to cover his classes and when it became apparent that he would never return, a new teacher was hired. The strange disappearance of Mr. Kennedy remained a school mystery.​

* * * * *
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Aaron Kennedy dropped into the passenger-side seat of the waiting dark sedan with a sigh, feeling frustrated and yet, at the same time, cautiously elated, and was whisked away into the night.
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Chapter 2
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An unexpected discovery

A lot had transpired in the seven years since Holly Reynolds’ teacher Mr. Kennedy went missing. Holly graduated high school with high honors, got a job as the assistant to the Salt Lake City Police Chief, moved into her own apartment in a nice neighborhood west of I-15, began dating Nathan Bennett, a three-year veteran police officer, and attended the University of Utah at night majoring in criminal justice. Holly had grown into an attractive woman, both inside and out. She wore little makeup; it wasn’t necessary. And she had a perfect smile, thanks to the eighteen months in braces she wore as a teenager.

In her junior year of college, things took a strange turn when the Covid-19 pandemic hit. One extraordinary thing that struck Holly the most happened one Saturday morning in July 2020 while she was riding her Peloton bike.

She got the smart exercise bike for Christmas in 2019 from her mother. Holly had complained about how annoying it was to find the time to go to the gym to exercise, and that running or biking outdoors was also difficult during the winter when it was cold and snowy, and in mid-summer when it was too hot to be outside. Caitlin bought her daughter a high-end model that allowed her to exercise in the comfort of her own apartment, on her own schedule, while watching her streaming channels or live, on-demand spin classes. Caitlin’s timing couldn’t have been better. In a matter of months following that Christmas, businesses were shut down because of Covid-19. There was nothing much to do apart from work (both Holly and her mother still had to go in to their respective jobs) and stay home, hoping to avoid getting sick.

On this particular Saturday morning, Holly was riding the bike while thumbing through the video options on the bike’s screen. One channel had various scenic paths and trails from around the country that one could watch while biking, making it look as though you were riding on that particular trail. She chose an interesting path that would take her around historic sites in Boston. She rode for ten minutes before she noticed a man waiting in line at a pretzel stand at the side of the trail. She stopped pedaling and hit pause as she scrutinized the picture with shock and amazement. She could see three-quarters of the man’s face at that angle and it looked like her eighth-grade teacher Mr. Kennedy who had gone missing without a trace. Sure, seven years had passed since she last saw him and, taking that into account, she could have sworn it was him. She took out her phone and took a picture of the paused frame to study it later. She turned the camera back on and the man was now walking away with his pretzel. This time, she could see his face full-on. She paused the stream once more and took another picture. When she unfroze the frame, the man was gone. Looking at the pictures she had taken with her phone, there was no doubt. It was Mr. Kennedy.

Instead of finishing her usual thirty minutes of riding, she hopped off the bike and attached the two photos to a text that she sent to Kristi Miller, with whom she had remained close friends since eighth grade. Kristi now lived in Las Vegas and worked as the manager of the Witwer Restaurant. Who does this look like to you? Holly asked.

Less than a minute later, Kristi wrote back, OMG, that looks just like Mr. Kennedy! Where did you see him?

Before Holly could type her response, her phone rang. “Where did you see him?” Kristi asked again without greeting or preamble.

“It’s the craziest thing,” replied Holly. “I was just doing a ride, with the video streaming set in Boston, and I saw him at a pretzel stand. I paused the video and took the first picture. When I restarted the video, I got a better look at him, paused it again, and took the second picture. So you agree, you think that’s Mr. Kennedy?”

“It looks like him. I wonder what happened to him and why he’s now in Boston?”

“I have no idea.”

“I haven’t thought about him in years,” Kristi announced. “It’s weird to see him after all this time.”

“It is. I’m going to Google him and see what I can find out.”

“Do it. And let me know what you find.”

“I will. Talk to you again soon. Bye.”

After ending the call, Holly continued to look at the pictures while thinking back to that evening in Park City seven years before. It brought to mind the last conversation she had with her teacher, when he gave her a key, asked her to keep it safe and not tell anyone about it, which she had done. In fact, she had since forgotten all about it. Now, she began racking her brain to recall where she had put the key all those years ago. After several long seconds, it came to her: she had slipped it behind a picture of her grandmother, her mother, and herself, taken at Disneyland the summer Holly turned ten. The picture, along with several other personal effects from her youth, were boxed up and placed in the attic when Holly moved out of her mother’s home. Because her mother hadn’t hassled her about removing the box in the intervening years, Holly had left it where it was, stashed into an attic corner, and hadn’t given it a second thought. She decided it was time.

Scrolling to the contact list on her phone, she called her mother. “Hey Mom, do you mind if I drop by?”

“Of course not,” Cailin replied. “You know you’re welcome anytime.”

“I do know, and I appreciate that. I don’t have anything going this morning so I thought I’d
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had a choice to make:

Accept the trut{l or seek vengeance;
He chose vengeance.

s

ANN STEELE
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