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The body of missing teen Holly Lezinsky was found on December 19th, just two days before her fourteenth birthday. She’d been missing for one week and pregnant for eleven.

The discovery didn’t affect Judith’s plans for Christmas because she didn’t have any, but she did have to rearrange the school’s ruined holiday schedule. “Luckily there are only a few more days left, and the workload is light,” she thought.

Although the news was sad Judith felt it was important that they learned the truth at last. It had been a very unsettling week for staff and students alike as everyone worried over Holly’s whereabouts. She was a popular girl.

School Principal Patricia Johnson got the call from the police. They would be coming around later today or tomorrow with questions and to hold some interviews because it was a suspicious death. Well of course it was, the victim was just a child although Judith was quite sure Holly didn’t see herself as such!

Pat answered the officer’s call herself since Samira, the school secretary, was off sick with the flu. A nasty bug making the rounds had already affected staff and students. She called Judith and apologised for giving her the news over the phone but excused that claiming a pounding headache and a million things to do adding:

“I’ll have to make an announcement but I’m hoping to get more information from the police first. Everyone’s going to have so many questions. Ugh, I just can’t think about it all right now.”

Judith discovered that she wasn’t shocked to hear the new, figuring she must have suspected that Holly was already dead. Holly did seem like the kind of girl to get into trouble. Unless it was suicide? How was she killed? Unfortunately, it wasn’t a stretch to imagine Holly as a murder victim.

Judith did wonder “Am I being unfair to the girl?” but then an image of Holly in her school uniform came to mind: plaid skirt rolled up at the waist to shorten it, shirt unbuttoned to show the lace on her bra, and knee socks rolled down to her ankles to flash a lot of bare leg. 

Holly Lezinsky was a brazen adolescent flaunting her new-found sexuality but the poor girl didn’t deserve to die.

Of course, Judith felt terribly sorry for the girl’s family. Holly was raised by a single mom and she was an only child, an upbringing similar to Judith’s own. She started wondering about how her own mother would have coped in such a circumstance but forcefully slammed the door shut on such thoughts. The past was dead and gone. She had resolved a long time ago to move on.

Still, it seemed that somehow a death was made even worse when it happened so close to Christmas. Judith thought that the happiness of others would be unbearable to the bereaved. And then each successive anniversary would be another reminder.

Well, it’s not my concern. It’s up to the police now, thought Judith. Opening the scheduling app on her laptop she forgot about the girl and got to work revising the plans for the next few days.
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She got back to work thinking No more distractions, I definitely want to finish the Accounts Receivable today. I’m not going to let this delay me starting my holidays tomorrow, Judith decided. I suppose that’s selfish but honestly this girl’s death is nothing to do with me.

Her phone buzzed with another internal call from the principal. Judith sighed. Pat Johnson came straight to the point saying:

“Judith, I hope you haven’t booked anything because I can’t let you go on vacation yet. I need you here. I could have managed on my own without my secretary but not with Holly’s death as well. The phone is ringing non-stop. In fact, I need you to come to my office now, can you do that?”

Frustrated, Judith banged down the handset. She definitely did not want to act as School Secretary for the day but she felt she owed Pat. So, she had no choice, she had to go to the principal right away.

But I will stand up for my rights, Judith asserted. I’m determined to fight for my holiday time! She smoothed her hair back from her face, it was brown like her eyes, and tended to frizz if not kept under control. Judith usually didn’t much bother about her appearance – so long as she was clean and tidy – but right now it was important not to look frazzled. She wanted to present a calm but determined demeanour. Hurrying to the suite at the end of the corridor she planned her arguments along the way.

The moment she arrived in the principal’s office Judith realized her time off was going to be cancelled for sure. It was obvious that Pat was sick, her face damp with the sheen of fever and her eyes dull. Judith was torn between sympathy for Pat’s plight and her own self-pity. She resigned herself to hear disappointing news.

Lila Morelli, the school’s nurse, entered the room a few moments later saying:

“You’ve caught the flu, Principal Johnson. And on top of the tragic news about poor Holly Lezinski, too. Your resistance will be really low.”

Judith had met the new hire earlier in the month. As school bursar it was her job to put together Ms. Morelli’s employment orientation package of passcodes, tax forms, and benefits. Afterwards Lila lingered but Judith had no interest in small talk or coworker gossip and hurried her on her way. Seeing Lila in professional mode was interesting.

“Professional except for the hair, that is.” Judith amended, eyeing the turquoise streaks in Lila’s blonde pageboy.

Nurse Morelli wore a white medical jacket over regular clothes, not scrubs or a uniform. She pulled a digital thermometer out of her pocket and checked the older woman’s temperature at wrist and then at forehead.

“Normal temp, no fever,” she announced.

Judith perked up at the happy news, saying:

“Great, not flu then.”

But Lila shook her head answering:

“No, that doesn’t mean no flu it simply means the virus can thrive instead of breaking with a high temperature. When the fever hits, and it almost definitely will, you’ll be better off in bed. Principal Johnson is there anyone at home, or who could come to your home, to keep an eye on you?”

“Oh yes, yes really, I’m okay. There’s no need to fuss. My husband took early retirement to pursue his hobbies from home. He’ll look after me.” She struggled to get up and both women hurried to give assistance. Frail and shaky – this was not the Patricia Johnson Judith was used to seeing!

“Judith, you’ll follow the usual procedure and step in for me?” Pat pleaded.

Judith struggled to keep her thoughts from showing on her face. She hadn’t want to take over the secretary’s job and now it looked like she was getting the added burden of the principal’s duties. She wanted to take her vacation break! However...

“Of course, Pat. Don’t worry about a thing, just concentrate on getting better. We’ll be fine,” she soothed.

Turning to Lila Morelli she added:

“Well, Nurse Morelli, I’m afraid you’ll have to help me while both Samira and Principal Johnson are absent.” Judith resented sounding petulant. She spotted Lila Morelli’s poorly disguised smirk and was surprised to find herself smiling back.

“Well, Bursar Taylor, since we’ve been thrown together, I suggest you call me Lila. Sound good, Judith?”
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Judith was busy studying the more extensive calendar, filled with appointments and class schedules, in the principal’s office when Lila returned from helping Patricia Johnson into her car.

The principal had insisted on driving it home since she and her husband only had the one vehicle. Lila tried to organize one teacher to drive and another to follow in their own car, but Pat resisted getting anyone else involved. Judith had listened to the exchange without comment, she knew Pat was stubborn so there was no point arguing.

“Principal Johnson has given us a dozen things to do, most of which won’t get done, but she had one very good suggestion,” said Lila. “We can direct all the incoming phone calls to the staff room phone. That way everything will get picked up by the answering machine. She explained how it’s done and it’s a simple redirect.”

“Yes of course, I forgot about that. It’s something Samira does but not often.”

Judith told Lila how the protocol had been established years before and was carried out whenever the admin office was unable to answer calls.

“Since the staff can’t be expected to take down messages – some of which are quite lengthy! – while enjoying their well-deserved break every caller is asked to leave their information.

If someone in the break-room is expecting a call they are able to pick up the handset and have their conversation. The only drawback to the system is that anyone and everyone can hear the messages. People have warned friends and family about this and to be discreet, but people forget, and some calls are definitely amusing!”

“It sounds like a good idea and something we can definitely use for the rest of the semester.”

“I think we’re going to have to cancel classes and start the holidays a day or so early,” said Judith. “So many staff and students are off sick. And now, with the news of Holly’s death, I don’t think the students will be able to concentrate. I’m sure even the teachers will be gossiping about it.”

“Well, from what I remember of my school days not a lot got done in the time before Christmas anyhow.”

“No, there are no exams or anything. The younger children make Christmas cards and chains out of construction paper. The middle group read Christmas stories, and the older girls are busy preparing for the play. Oh no, Holly had a starring role in the play!”

“This is my first Christmas here, so I don’t know how important the play is–-”

“It matters,” interrupted Judith, “but with this flu bug going ’round we’ll have to cancel the performance. Some of the cast are sick already and to sit in a closed room with a bunch of people who are sniffling, sneezing, and coughing... ugh! It will have to be rescheduled for some time in the New Year. Can’t be helped.”

“What play are they doing?”

“Their own. Noel Larkin – have you met him yet? – he’s the Drama teacher and he gets them to write a script, play the parts, make costumes and scenery, everything in fact. It always has some sort of a Christmas theme. The parents love it.”

“I do know Noel, he’s invited me to his Christmas party, along with the rest of the staff, that is.”

“Yes, it’s a combination birthday and Christmas event. He was actually born on the 25th hence the name choice.”

“I like the name Noel, it’s unusual. And he seems like a nice guy, in fact considering how good-looking he is he’s surprisingly nice.”

“Hmm, never thought of him that way but you’re right he is a nice man.”

“And handsome too, remember,” said Lila with a smile and a question in her voice. Judith wasn’t paying attention; she was too busy studying the big calendar. She self-described as ‘detail-oriented’ and was reading every entry. She replied offhandedly:

“If you like the ‘male model’ type, then sure.”

“Ha, that does fit him. So do you prefer the rugged he-man type?” Lila teased.

“I don’t have a type,” Judith retorted.

“‘Okay Lila don’t go there’, I get it.”

Judith rolled her eyes, saying: “I’m just not interested.”

“So, is the party a fun thing? or does it feel like a work outing?”

“I don’t know, I’ve never gone.”

“Oh, sorry, I thought everyone was invited.”

“Well of course I’m always invited, yes, but I don’t mix with my coworkers as a rule.”

Lila answered using a pretend-whiny tone: “Does that mean you won’t go with me to show me the ropes, as it were?”

“I wouldn’t know the ‘ropes’ if I tripped over them.” Judith caught herself smiling, enjoying this unaccustomed banter. She found that she couldn’t help but like Lila.

“Besides, when it comes to socializing with coworkers, I think you’ll find the teachers consider themselves a cut above the rest of the staff. They seem friendly but they aren’t exactly welcoming,” Judith said with a shrug, “Maybe things will be different for you.”

Lila sidestepped that comment by asking: “So how do we go about cancelling the rest of the school year?”

“We’ll get everyone into the auditorium and make an announcement–-”

“Yes, Principal Johnson wanted us to tell the girls about Holly and have a minute’s silence. We can combine that with notice about the school closure.”

“Well, that’s the other thing. Many of the parents are at work during the day so we have to give them some notice before sending the girls home. The best thing to do is have the school open for the next couple of days, but attendance can be optional. For the students, that is, the teachers will still have to come in. Then, depending on how many students show up, we can decide to stay open or close.

For sure we’ll close on the 24th. Usually, we’re open for a half-day of snacks and socializing, card and gift exchanges, and then the school play takes place in the afternoon. This year we’ll just have to tell everyone to stay home. I don’t think even a small party would be appropriate.”

“Oh, do you think Noel will cancel his party?”

“No, and nobody would expect him to do so. But it’s different for the school. Holly was one of us and the parents expect us to observe the proprieties.”

“You’re in charge, Judith, so get on the PA system and call everyone to the assembly. I’ll go organize the chairs into rows.”

With Lila gone Judith took a moment to gear herself up. The announcement was no problem, she could easily speak into the microphone, but standing up to give a speech in front of the entire school? well... she’d accept her responsibilities but that sort of thing wasn’t in her job description.
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As Edgemont village grew into a small town the local school needed a newer and bigger building. Thus, the old school became Edgemont School for Girls, which offered classes up to and including Grade Nine.

Graduating girls, usually finishing by age fifteen sometimes sixteen, went on to public or private high-schools. It served the community and surrounding area with at least one quarter of the students subsidized through donations and fundraising.

The elderly building was hard to heat in the winter, but for that season Principal Johnson had added leotards instead of knee socks to the dress code.

It was a day-school only, no one boarded. 

Everyone admired the old school’s style, character, and architectural details. It was built from sandstone in the Tudor/Gothic-Revival style sometime in the early 1930s.

There were no windows in the classrooms which were built in a circle inside the building. To get from one class to another the students crossed through a centre hub. One wall of windows was sectioned off to include the administrative offices, library, cafeteria, and auditorium. Indoor Phys Ed. classes were taken in the basement where a year-round chill kept the girls moving quickly in their exercises and games.

Judith shared her office with the librarian, a young woman called Cindy Callahan. Not for too much longer though since she’d received an engagement ring as an early Christmas present and would be known as Mrs. Thiessen in the future.

Cindy only worked in the library part-time since she also taught some English classes. While showing off her ring in the staff room, she’d shared her disappointment at Judith’s lack of interest in the upcoming nuptials.

Cindy wanted to discuss ideal wedding dates and venues and look at Bride magazines for dresses and colour schemes, and rehash exactly Eric had said when he’d proposed... but Judith had been quite rude about all this chatter. The other teachers agreed that Judith Taylor was an unfeeling woman with a cold heart.

Full of indignation Cindy had repeated all of this to Judith only this morning, after brooding about it overnight, and Judith had looked at her saying:

“How do you expect me to respond to that?”

So, the two of them spent the rest of the morning in a silence that was frosty on one side and indifferent on the other until Principal Johnson phoned.

When Judith called everyone to assemble a few raised eyebrows were exchanged along with mutters of ‘what’s she up to?’

Lila told the older girls to help set out chairs and instructed the rest to be seated. Everyone was asking questions, some in whispers and some out loud. After a few minutes Judith came in and walked purposely to the front of the room. She looked at the notes she’d hastily written and addressed the audience which all of a sudden seemed huge and the room overfull.

“I have several announcements to make,” she said.

“Where’s Principal Johnson?” called out Marta Smith, a senior teacher close to retirement age. Judith suspected Marta was going to be trouble, it was in the older woman’s nature.

“The first point I have to make is about Principal Johnson so please hold your questions until I’ve finished,” was Judith’s curt reply.

“Principal Johnson has appointed me in charge temporarily. She’s sick with this flu bug that’s going around and had to go home. As did her secretary, Ms. Kanji. Nurse Morelli is assisting me. That’s the first item.” She had to raise her voice over a mumbling of complaint from the teachers.

“Secondly, and this is very sad news, the police have been in touch to tell us they’ve found Holly Lezinsky dead.”

Pandemonium as the audience gasped, cried, and shouted out in shock.

“It’s an unlawful killing and that’s all they’ve told us.”

Everyone knew who everyone was at Edgemont School. They would all have known Holly.

The teachers often complained that Holly was always talking back but acknowledged that the girl added wit and humour to her cheekiness which made everyone smile. The youngest students idolized her. Questions were shouted out.

“I know everyone is upset. I’m upset by this news. It’s terrible, but I’m sorry I don’t know anything else. The police want to talk to Holly’s family – her mother – before sharing details with us. When we hear more, I will pass on that information.

And that brings me to the final announcement: the school will stay open for the next couple of days, but classes are cancelled. Teachers will be in their rooms so any students who have to come in because of working parents will be looked after. We’ll decide what to do on a day-by-day basis.

We will definitely close at end-of-day on December 23rd and remain closed until our return on January 2nd. Students, you must inform your parents about the school situation.”

Somebody wailed, “What about the play?” and others repeated the question.

“It will have to be performed in January–”

“But it’s a Christmas play!”

“Perhaps it can be adapted for Valentine’s? Mr. Larkin will work that out with you. Besides, with so many teachers, students, and parents already sick we wouldn’t have had a big turnout anyhow.”

“To say nothing about cancelling it in honour of poor Holly!” exclaimed Marta standing up and turning to her fellow teachers for support. But students yelled her down with shouts of the show must go on and claiming, Holly wouldn’t want it cancelled, she has an understudy to take over her role. Marta remained on her feet only to be shamed back to her chair when Judith announced:

“We will now have a minute’s silence to reflect and pray for Holly. Again, once we’re back in the new year the school will have a proper memorial service for her.”

This was only a moment’s respite before she was bombarded by the teachers asking endless questions despite knowing that she didn’t have any further news.

Many of the girls were still sniffing away tears but one child was loudly sobbing. It was Bethany Penner. Of course, she was Holly’s best friend.

They were two very different types of girl who proved the ‘opposites attract’ statement. Beth was quiet where Holly was loud, shy and content to follow Holly’s lead. Now Lila was leading the girl out of the room with an arm about her heaving shoulders.

Marta informed Judith that she’d be speaking to Principal Johnson right away. Judith kept her good luck with that comment to herself, knowing that Pat’s husband was more than capable of fending off unwelcome intrusions.
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“Let’s go to the staff-room and see what phone messages have come in so far.”

“I’ll grab coffees and meet you there – how do you take yours?”

“Milky, no sugar,” said Judith then added, “Thanks,” as an afterthought.

Armed with paper and pens the two women listened to the dozen or so phone-calls. News about Holly hadn’t gotten out yet, so the majority of calls were from parents calling in to excuse their children from class due to sickness. The flu bug striking again and again.

Once the messages were all listened to and return calls made where necessary, they decided to compose an email to the parents.

“I want to text it as well as send an email. I don’t think we need to utilize the phone tree; it’s only supposed to be for emergency use. Text and email should cover everyone,” said Judith.

“Yeah, texting is a good idea because many parents skip over emails from the school. We send out far too many. This school follows the directives from both the Public and Catholic school boards, so it seems like we’re nagging the parents about such-and-such a social issue every other day. I know because the boards keep coming to me for input on the medical issues.”

“The next biggie is money. Parents are called upon to shell out for so much. Personal school supplies like pens, erasers, pencil cases – sure – but when we’re asking payment to rent textbooks? and the insurance fee for Phys Ed. has more than doubled in the last couple of years.

And then there’s the fundraising: We want to plant trees, we want to have a year-end dance, we want to buy iPads, we want to sponsor a child in a Third World Country, we want a school trip to the Petting Zoo ... it’s no wonder the parents ignore our messages! So, we need a subject line that will grab them.”

“How about School Closure?” suggested Lila.

“No, they’ll think it’s another email about our schedule for the holidays. What about, in all caps: CLASSES CANCELLED. That should get their attention, eh? and then we’ll let them know the police have discovered Holly Lezinsky’s body and are calling it a suspicious death. We’ll add that we don’t know anything else—”

“No, that won’t work,” interrupted Lila, “because they won’t read that far, they’ll already be dialling their cellphones. How about if we start off by saying something like The school remains open until end of day December 23rd but there will be no classes and students do not have to attend. Then we can word it like When the police give us more information, we will pass it on immediately. They have discovered student Holly Lezinsky’s body and are calling it a suspicious death.  Please – in uppercase again – DO NOT PHONE THE SCHOOL. There is no one available to take your calls, we don’t have answers yet anyway.”

“That’s good. But we’ll leave out the bit saying we don’t have answers because that makes it sound like we’re to blame. They’ll all call and leave messages asking: why don’t you have answers?”

Lila laughed saying, “You’re right, that’s exactly what they would do! Hey, should we mention the school play? You said it was important.”

“God yes, the stupid play.”

Lila laughed and said: “How about: There is no one available to take your calls and the mailbox fills up too quickly. We will give you the new date for the school play in January.”

“Makes sense to me but they’ll all assume the play will be held in January. It might, but we aren’t sure. So, change that to we’re rescheduling the school play, date TBA and we’ll just have to hope for the best.”

“OK, here’s the revised script:  subject line: CLASSES CANCELLED. Message body: 

ITEM #1 The school remains open until end of day December 23rd but there will be no classes and students do not have to attend. 

ITEM #2 When the police give us more information we will pass it on immediately. They have discovered student Holly Lezinsky’s body and are calling it a suspicious death. Please DO NOT PHONE THE SCHOOL. There is no one available to take your calls and the mailbox fills up too quickly. 

ITEM #3 We’re rescheduling the school play, date TBA.”

“That will do. Now, I’ll handle the emails if you’ll look after the texting. I’ve noticed that you’re quick at it. I’m a typist trained to use all my fingers, not just my thumbs, even if the phone does provide a QWERTY keyboard.”

“Sure, that works for me.” Lila was agreeable as ever.

They smiled at each other, and Judith experienced an uncommon feeling of camaraderie, glad that Lila was working with her.

The women settled down to their respective tasks, pausing now and then to take a sip of coffee or to listen to yet another parent – some sounding quite frazzled – call in to say the household was struck down by the flu.
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“Hell of a day and that assembly was a truly horrible experience – very emotional,” announced Lila, “So this medical practitioner is prescribing strong drink as a remedy to today – are you up for it?”

She was so surprised by the invitation Judith didn’t even think before blurting out:

“I don’t drink.”

“Ever?” asked Lila with a grin.

“No, I never do.”

“Not even at New Year’s? or champagne at a wedding? or a frosty cold one on a hot summer’s day?” Lila was smiling and not taking Judith’s pronouncement seriously.

“No, I never drink alcohol or wine or spirits, cocktails, or beer – does that answer your question?” She regretted letting her annoyance show but Lila persisted.

“Why not?”

“That’s none of your business.” snapped Judith, reliving memories of coming home from school to find her mother passed out drunk. Mrs. Taylor was always found on the floor by the drinks cabinet where the sherry was stored. She’d gulp it straight from the bottle until she dropped to the floor in a stupor.

Judith could never bring schoolmates home and couldn’t go out because someone had to take care of the drunken woman. The spectacle of her mother struggling and collapsing when Judith tried to lift her, slurring maudlin apologies, all accompanied by the stench of alcohol and vomit, combined to make Judith a committed teetotaller.

She wasn’t worried that she’d become an alcoholic, she just couldn’t bear the thought of becoming her mother.

“Remind me never to invite you to my parent’s place, they would be totally offended if you refused a glass of their homemade wine.”

“Why would you want to invite me to your parent’s home?” asked Judith with a puzzled frown.

“They always like meeting my friends but I can’t invite you anyhow because they live in Toronto.”

“Well... that was a ridiculous... oh you!” Judith shook her head in exasperation but catching Lila’s grin couldn’t help but smile back.

“Okay so I know it’s none of my business, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want to know why you don’t drink.”

“Hmm, but it also means I don’t have to tell you.”

Lila shrugged off Judith’s refusal saying,

“Another time, maybe.”

Judith marvelled at the other woman’s persistence. Lila’s strong personality and frank curiosity were like weapons. Judith would have to be careful with what she said around Lila, at least if she wanted to try to keep her – as she did with everyone else – at arms-length. She put on her coat saying,

“I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”
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Lila managed to get out successfully, but Judith was waylaid at the front door by a rather large and very determined woman. Judith had no difficulty recognizing Andrea Sealy, mother of a nine-year-old student called Margaret.

“I got in the car the absolute moment I got your text because I knew I couldn’t sleep a wink if I didn’t come and see you.”

“Why?” Judith stayed in the doorway, not inviting the parent to come inside, because she wanted to end this conversation and go home.

“Whatever do you mean, why?”

“If you read the whole text, you’d know that it has already told you everything. Every. Single. Thing. That’s all we at the school know at this time. You’ve wasted a trip because there’s nothing more to say.”

“Oh, Ms. Taylor it’s so obvious that you’re not a parent.”

Judith couldn’t resist saying: “Apparently what?”

“What?! Oh, this is nonsense. You must have more information like was the child assaulted... you know, sexually? or beaten up? how exactly did she die? and where?”

“Mrs. Sealy this isn’t a whodunit on the TV. I do not have any of that information because the police haven’t shared it with me. They want to speak to Holly’s mother first and quite right, too. Our school is grieving and I don’t want to speculate.

The police haven’t even come to the school although they did say they hope to come by at some point tomorrow. I will be here to meet with them. If they give me more information, and I very much hope that they do, I will send out another round of texts and emails to all of the parents right away.

I do understand your concern, but I hope you will understand that I’ve had a very long and difficult day and now I want to lock up and go home.”

Andrea Sealy looked like she wanted to rehash everything that had been said and then say it all over again but was thwarted by the determined look on Judith’s face. She felt it would be unwise to push the other woman too far, after all she didn’t want to be ‘accidentally left out’ of the communication loop.

Forced to live with her dissatisfaction she decided she’d leave now but would definitely have a word with Principal Johnson later on.

“Oh, very well,” she said ungraciously, “I suppose I don’t have any choice. Of course, I won’t sleep a wink, not a wink!” When she saw Judith eyeing her fur coat she hastened to add:

“This isn’t real, you know. It’s a very good quality faux fur.”

Judith bit her lip to hold back her comments. She didn’t want to offend Andrea Sealy and she certainly didn’t want to prolong the conversation. Though she wondered to herself: “Then what’s the point?”

Andrea stood back to watch Judith lock the door and they each speed-walked through the chilly evening to their respective cars. Andrea Sealy stayed in hers until Judith pulled out of the parking lot and then she followed.

“Huh! no doubt she thinks I’m going to sneak back inside to gloat over some juicy tidbits that I refuse to share with her,” Judith just shook her head. “What a battle-axe, I’ll bet dollars to doughnuts nobody has ever gotten away with calling that one Andy”.
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Lila was right, that was quite a day! thought Judith. She was tired, emotional, and anxious to get home as quickly as possible. She thought about Lila’s offer of going for a drink and wondered why the other woman had made the suggestion. Does she know something about me? I’ve always wondered if people do know about my background. I mean, it’s not a secret but it’s also not something I advertise.

Judith had an uncomfortable moment imagining Marta and the other teachers laughing behind her back in the staff room. She tried, but failed, to picture Lila being a party to such behaviour and conceded that the invitation was probably just a friendly gesture.

Andrea Sealy had swung her SUV around into the other lane to pass Judith once they were on the road. She would have missed seeing Beth Penner at the lot’s entrance hanging around, weighed down by her bulky backpack and looking forlorn. Judith spotted her and when their eyes met Beth gave a half-wave and a hopeful smile.

Judith felt imposed upon. She could stop and offer the girl a lift, but she didn’t want to. She felt that the last thing she could deal with right now was non-stop questions from a weepy adolescent.

Work was over – this awful day was finally over – and she yearned to go home and forget about everything and everyone school-related until tomorrow morning. Tomorrow, which was actually supposed to be the start of her holiday now postponed.

Choosing to misunderstand she gave Beth a cheery wave back then turned her head away as she drove off, determined not to look in her rear-view mirror in case the teen tried to flag her down.

A light drizzle began but only enough to need the interval setting of the windshield wipers. Driving along Judith found herself wondering why Beth’s backpack was so full since there were no more homework assignments for this semester. I hope she’s got one of those telescoping umbrellas packed inside, thought Judith.

She had no idea where the girl lived, or how far she’d have to walk. She really had very little to do with the students themselves. The rain was turning to sleet as temperatures dropped even further and Judith needed to concentrate on her driving.
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As soon as she got to the school in the morning Judith moved her laptop and assorted files to the principal’s office. She’d just settled in with the coffee she’d picked up in the lunch-room – the school’s resources didn’t run to a full-service cafeteria – when Marta confronted her with the snide remark:

“Hasn’t taken you long to get your bum in the big chair.”

Judith tilted her head at the bum comment but made no reply. In the silence Marta blurted out the reason for her visit:

“I want to meet with the police when they come.”

“That will be up to the police, of course. I can’t – and won’t – tell them what to do, and neither would Principal Johnson.”

“Hmph, well I don’t know about that but anyhow, when are they coming?”

“No one has told me.”

Marta thought about this a moment then turned to go saying:

“You better let me know when they get here.”

Again, Judith said nothing, and the older woman flounced out of the room almost colliding with the young woman who had arrived and was lifting her hand to knock.

“Annalise! what are you doing here?” Marta demanded to know.

“I wanted to see Judith if she’s not too busy...” Annalise’s voice, always low-pitched, trailed off in uncertainty.

“Please come in, Annalise. Sit down and tell me what it is you wanted to see me about.” Seeing that Marta was still hovering in the doorway she added: “Marta is leaving now.”

Judith had a chance to study Annalise while the girl – it was hard to think of her as a woman – removed her outdoor things and got settled in a chair. She was very fair, very feminine, slender, and youthful. She could pass for sixteen, but Judith knew she was eight years older than that. 

Annalise Sutherland came from enormous wealth and Judith was certain that a chauffeur driving a luxury car was waiting at the front door.

Annalise and Noel Larkin were engaged to be married in the coming year, and it was on his behalf that she said she was visiting:

“Noel is so upset by what happened to that girl, Holly. He knew her, you see, because of the school play. She had the leading role and so they were thrown together a lot and he told me he quite liked her.” Annalise sounded surprised. “Naturally he’s devastated by her death. Or should I say her murder?” she asked in a questioning tone.

Judith had no idea what kind of response was expected of her, so she made a non-committal mmh-mmh sound and that was all the encouragement Annalise needed:

“He’s such a sensitive man. I’m the first to admit that Noel will turn his back on any unpleasantness and that’s okay because I’m not confrontational either. We’re both gentle souls – that’s what he says – and our hearts are easily bruised.”

Judith was growing more and more confused by the conversation: she couldn’t see any point to it.

“Do you think there’s something I can do to help you? or Noel? or both of you together?” she offered.

“Yes, actually. We would so, so appreciate it if you could see that both of our names are kept out of the papers. Daddy would be awfully upset. Also, Noel tells me that this Holly is a bit of a fantasist. Well, that’s how he puts it but to me it sounds like she’s a little liar.

I met her you know. A few times I’ve dropped in on rehearsals – to give Noel my support, you know – and Holly seemed to take the playacting to heart. She was very dramatic and, frankly, overly familiar with him, the little minx. She had a huge crush on Noel. I wouldn’t like anyone, like the police, to get the wrong impression.”

“In other words, if anyone connects Noel to Holly, I’m to put a stop to any talk of that kind.”

“Exactly. You understand me completely,” the young woman gave a sweet smile.

“Yes, Annalise, I do understand you.” Annalise didn’t notice Judith’s dry tone as she continued:

“This is such a weight off my mind, and it will be for Noel too. He’ll be so relieved, and so will his mother. You see, Holly had even started phoning him at home!

His mother told me she had the nerve to ask to leave a message for him to call her back. Now, you and I wouldn’t think that’s a big deal, but Audrey Larkin was beside herself! She complained that it was awful behaviour and so rude to expect her to write out a message. You do know Holly Lezinsky is – was – one of the girls they sponsor, right? Anyhow, because she considered it such an imposition Noel had to speak to Holly and tell her not to phone again. After that Mrs. Larkin said she started to get lots of hang-ups whenever she answered a call. Of course she put two and two together. It was all very unpleasant. Teenagers do have such a difficult time with all their emotions running rampant and wanting, so desperately, to be grown up.”

“If they only knew, eh?” replied Judith.

“Too true! Anyhow, I won’t keep you a minute more. Only this morning I was telling Noel that it’s wonderful the way you’ve stepped into Principal Johnson’s shoes at this difficult time.”

Annalise put her fur coat back on, This is definitely a real one, thought Judith, although the waiting car would be toasty warm. They said their goodbyes and then Annalise was gone leaving nothing but her expensive perfume lingering in the air.

Noel and Holly had been staying after school quite a bit recently while they finished rehearsing their play. Under those circumstances Judith had never given their behaviour a second thought. Now that Annalise had drawn attention to the relationship, and commented about the police, it framed everything in a different context and Judith found herself wondering.
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Marta had been hanging around outside the closed door to the principal’s office waiting for Annalise to leave. When Judith realized this, she couldn’t help but wonder how much poking and prying Marta had indulged in at the secretary’s desk.

It was satisfying for her to know that the snoopy teacher could find nothing since Samira kept her drawers locked, with no key lying about.

As soon as the young woman left Marta immediately came into the office, not even bothering to knock.

“Well, what did she want?” she asked, not bothering to mask her impatience.

“Marta, what do you want?” said Judith, feeling exasperated.

“I want to know when the police are coming because I need to speak to them, they should know that–-” sensing someone behind her she turned around to see a man and woman standing outside the door.

“Are you the police?” Marta demanded to know.

“Are you in charge here Mrs.–-” replied the man before Marta interrupted with a correction:

“Ms. Smith, Ms. Marta Smith, and I’m the Senior Teacher here at Edgemont School for Girls.”

“Well, I hope you can spare some time for us later but right now we need to meet with the school’s Acting Head a..” he glanced at a notebook in his hand before continuing, “Ms. Taylor.”

“I’m Judith Taylor,” announced Judith stepping forward to greet the officers who manoeuvred Marta out of the doorway and into the hall while moving forward to shake hands.

“I’m George Grant, Senior Investigating Officer, and this is my partner, Suzanne Mirteau.”

“He’s tall but aren’t all police?” thought Judith as they exchanged greetings and business cards. She continued commenting to herself, “She’s tall as well. They make me feel quite short but I’m not, I’m a bit taller than average height.”

The three of them then moved into the sitting area of the room. Judith’s offer of coffee was declined and when Suzanne brought out her notebook Judith produced her own asking if she could get a quick re-cap of the facts since many people were asking questions.

George Grant looked to be about forty years old. Judging by the laugh lines around his mouth and eyes he had a sense of humour, and his frank gaze spoke to an open, friendly demeanour. He answered saying:

“I expected as much and have thought about how much we can share with you.”

“Since you’re only a member of the public,” interjected Suzanne. She was about a dozen years younger than him and a good-looking woman. George gave her a brief look then resumed saying,

“Here are the basic facts: The body of Holly Lezinsky was found by a woman named Kellogg walking her dogs in the wooded area that borders the school property but at the far side of it. The trails there are popular with joggers and dog-walkers. She told us she’d taken her animals to the same area early in the morning and there definitely was no sign of young Holly then. Based on this, the second walk of the day, we concluded the actual discovery must have happened between 11:00 – roughly – when Mrs. Kellogg arrived until 11:10 when she phoned the Emergency Services.”

“Holly was killed in School Woods?”

“I didn’t realize the area had a name.”

“Well, it’s what we’ve always called them. The girls are often in the woods: taking pathways home, playing at ‘forest bathing’, Natural Science classes... It’s horrible to think of Holly dying there. And so close by to us, too. I hope she wasn’t lying there dying and we never knew!”

“We don’t think that’s the murder scene, actually,” said George. Suzanne made an annoyed sound at his revelation at the same time Judith gasped:

“Murdered? For sure? We thought it might have been some sort of accident or... well, suicide.”

“Was Holly-– you did know her, right?”

“Yes, yes I did.”

“Would you consider her at risk of committing suicide?”

“Not at all but I guess it just seems well... a teenage thing and somehow better than being murdered... oh, that doesn’t make sense.”

Suzanne’s snort indicated she agreed but George’s voice was soothing:

“It does make sense. Murder belongs in the pages of a book or on the big screen, right? We do understand what a shock it is for the average person.”

“Members of the public,” put in Suzanne again before turning to George and saying: “I’m not sure you should be telling her all this, Grant.”

Judith found Suzanne Mirteau abrasive but even so thought it odd that she’d call her superior by his surname.

Judith had noticed that with him being white-blond and her having wavy black hair the two of them made a striking, good-looking pair, but it was obvious they weren’t a couple. Despite the fact that Suzanne’s gaze kept turning towards him, George Grant was all business.

Although Judith did notice him looking at the bare fingers of her left hand. When she looked up she saw that Suzanne noticed this as well and her face wore a sour expression.

“Ms. Taylor I’m giving you the same facts I discussed yesterday with Holly’s family. Actually, it’s just her mother, Dana, and her boyfriend.” He paused and Suzanne supplied the name:

“Billy MacNeill.”

“Yes, thank you. I know that once the family has been told word starts to get around and sometimes things are exaggerated or misunderstood because, understandably, it’s such a very difficult time for a parent. It’s hard for them to absorb everything.”

“How did she die?”

“We can’t be certain until after the autopsy, but she had received a severe blow to the back of her head that is likely to be the cause of death.”

“Couldn’t she have fallen and hit her head against something?”

“We’re not here to speculate with you, Ms. Taylor,” snapped Suzanne. Judith was puzzled at the woman’s antagonism and George ignored the comment replying:

“We won’t know anything definite until we hear back from the Medical Examiner. So yes, it could have been an accidental fall or even a push with fatal consequences but moving the body was a deliberate act to conceal evidence and that’s a crime.

In our opinion, murder is most likely the answer.”

“Yes, I see. Thank you for being forthright.”

George stood to go, and Judith was taken aback by the warm smile he gave her. Glancing over at Suzanne she saw from the angry expression on the woman’s face that she hadn’t missed that exchange either. Judith didn’t understand all the tension happening underneath the surface remarks and actions.

“That’s all I can tell you right now. When people ask questions you can let them know that the police are treating the death as suspicious but that the actual cause hasn’t been determined yet. We’ll have more information by tomorrow and I can give you an update then.”

“I appreciate you explaining this to me and thank you Inspector Grant. I will be here at the school all day tomorrow, but we might not have any students. If there are no classes the front door will be locked and you’ll have to phone first so I can let you in.”

“Okay, I’ve got the school’s phone number.”

“No, um I better give you my cellphone number. The school’s phone is switched over to the staff-room and I won’t hear it.  For example, I’m sure there have been plenty of calls already today and we didn’t hear any ringing from here.”

“I’m certain you’ve got a busy day ahead of you, so we’ll leave you to it. I’ll take note of your number and if you can point us in the right direction, we’ll go to the staff-room now to see Ms. Smith. I hope she won’t be too annoyed at the delay.”

Judith returned his smile saying: “As long as you call it the Teachers’ Lounge instead of the staff-room, you’ll be fine.”

He copied down her phone number then followed Suzanne. He stopped in the doorway and turned back to Judith saying:

“Just ‘Grant’ is fine, that’s what everyone calls me, you don’t need to give me a title, and I don’t use my first name.”

Judith wondered why he was telling her this and, once again, was puzzled by Suzanne’s glare.
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Lila came into the office the moment the police left it. She was full of questions about what they were like, what had been said, and what would happen next. Judith started from when they’d met Marta and recounted the whole interview.

“The body was moved? Poor Holly. So that happened by mid-morning. When did she die, by the way? She was gone a week or more.”

“They didn’t say how long she’d been dead for, and I didn’t ask. Actually, I didn’t ask any questions, that female officer was so mean and angry and resented every scrap of information Grant gave.”

“Grant?”

“Mmm, Senior Investigating Officer George Grant who said he only goes by ‘Grant’ so that’s what I’m to call him.”

“Oh, I thought you were on first-name terms already,” said Lila was a grin.

“Certainly not! He calls me Ms. Taylor.” Judith ignored Lila’s chuckle and continued:

“I figured he’d tell me more if I didn’t ask questions so although it’s not much we now know that Holly was likely murdered, not sure when, and her body was moved to School Woods this morning where it was found by a Mrs. Kellogg and her dogs.”

“She was in our woods? Had she been raped? Was she naked? Strangled or stabbed or...”

“Nothing was said about any of that. What a vivid imagination you have! They did say that there was evidence of a ‘severe blow’ to her head and that’s all that was mentioned.”

“Aha, the infamous blunt instrument.”

“Lila it’s no laughing matter,” cried Judith. Right away Lila drew closer and reached for Judith’s hand saying,

“I’m so sorry. Most of us in the medical profession use humour to get us over the bad bits. But I’m sure it sounds ghoulish and unfeeling to non-medicos, and I truly do apologise.”

Judith pulled her hand out of reach and told Lila she understood.

“So, an autopsy. Well, I guess the truth will come out then so I will tell you now what Holly told me in confidence the last time I saw her, which was the day she disappeared: she was pregnant.”

“But she would just be turning fourteen this week!” exclaimed Judith.

“It might not be true, but she said she was and I have no reason to doubt her. She didn’t come right out and announce it to me but when I noticed she was very pale and drawn looking – I wondered about anaemia – she said she figured it was her condition, being pregnant and all, and that she felt fine.”

“That is shocking. It means she was thirteen when...”

“I barely knew her and I might have misjudged based on appearances but I wasn’t floored by the revelation. I mean, thirteen is shockingly young but Holly doesn’t, I mean didn’t, seem like a thirteen-year-old girl.”

“I know what you mean. Any mother, of girls or boys, would be worried about Holly being a bad influence but they’d still find themselves liking the girl despite it all. I wonder who the father is?”

“Isn’t that the $20,000 question!”
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The trailer park was a surprise. Judith couldn’t say what she’d expected but it wasn’t this. There was nothing transient-looking about the place. No rusting-out vehicles or abandoned broken toys. The trailers were trim, and the yards were tidy. Most had hanging baskets for flowers, and one even had a quaint white picket fence. Strings of Christmas lights and inflatable lawn ornaments indicated it would be festive at night.

The trailer where Holly lived with her mother wasn’t as nicely kept as those around it. The windows could do with a cleaning and the metal steps leading to the door were flaking with rust. However, inside the air was fresh and warm with the appetizing smell of home baking. 

When Dana Lezinsky saw Judith sniff she turned and pointed to a wire-rack piled high with iced cookies.

“I always make them for her birthday, and I went ahead and made them as usual before I remembered. These pineapple cookies were her favourite.” She opened the cupboard above the counter and pulled out a plate. “I’ve made coffee,” she announced, “Go ahead and take a seat and I’ll bring everything over.”

There was a small table with attached bench seating, similar to a booth in a cafe. Everything in the trailer had a compact, space-saving design. Judith could imagine herself living quite cozily and comfortably in such a home.

Judith studied Dana while the woman filled up the plate with cookies and moved back and forth from fridge to counter to table with cups, a carafe of coffee, milk jug, sugar bowl, and spoons. Laying out the dishes with almost ritual precision.

She looked to be in her late 20s or early 30s which meant she had been a teenager when she had Holly. Judith knew from the records she kept for the school that Dana was a hairdresser and her income qualified Holly for the subsidy programme.

There was no money coming from the girl’s father – he wasn’t even given a name – and no mention of a boyfriend in the file.

Dana looked devastated by Holly’s death and Judith realized the trauma actually had begun a week earlier when the girl went missing.

Dana looked like she hadn’t slept during that whole week. Her hair was dirty enough to stand on end where she’d raked her fingers through it, the trails clearly showing. Her face was gray and sagging with a drooping mouth and swollen red-rimmed eyes. She must have been given tranquilizers because she was slow-moving and had trouble focusing.

The woman oozed sadness and despair. Judith felt terribly sorry for her but didn’t know how to express her feelings. She thought it best to sit in shared silence until Dana was ready to speak. She ate a cookie murmuring ‘mmm’ sounds.

“I asked to see you because you were always nice to me. You spoke straight when we met about my finances, and you didn’t
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