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The first day back at Morrison Cox Elementary School and the chattering young students were bustling about as they greeted their friends. Christmas break was over and two weeks of not seeing each other face to face was disastrous for some and a relief for others.

All the teachers were back except for Mr. Turner, who had the flu and who was home sick. As usual after every Christmas break the principal, Mrs. Janice Turner, not related to the teacher home with the flu, would gather everyone in the auditorium to welcome them back. And as a sign that the holidays were officially over, she would give everyone a candy cane. Most of the canes never reached outside the auditorium because they were eaten by the students while listening, or attempting to listen, to the principal give her speech.

With all that over, classes began. And one of those classes was taught by Code Patterson, a fourth grade math teacher at the school. There were only two math teachers. The other being Mrs. Sarah Finch, who was the only other person not present for the principal’s speech. Her car was in the parking lot but there was no sign of her.

“I see you’re keeping tradition alive,” Miss Patterson said, after Dexter tried to enter the classroom just as she was about to close the door. “And why are you late again?”

“I was–”

“Let me see, trying to stop aliens from invading the earth,” she said, smiling.

“Miss Patterson, you read my mind,” Dexter said, walking over and taking his seat at his desk.

“No, Dexter, I know you very well,” she said. She was about to say something else when she heard her name being called over the intercom; she was being summoned to the principal’s office.

“Miss Patterson is in t-r-o-u-b-l-e,” Dexter teased.

“Not as much as you’ll be if you keep coming to my class late and failing,” she told him.

“Sorry,” he said.

“Lindsey, you’re in charge until I get back.”

She had no idea why Principal Turner would want to see her. But it must be important enough for her to be called out during class, especially the first class of the day.

When she got to the office, the secretary told her that she could go right in. They’re waiting for her. They, she whispered to herself.

“Ah, Miss Patterson,” Principal Turner said, as she came in, “this is Detective Silas Armstrong.”

“You have some information about my father’s murder?” she asked.

“Excuse me,” he said, looking puzzled.

“No, Miss Patterson, he’s here concerning Mrs. Finch.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. What about Mrs. Finch?”

“She’s missing,” he said.

“Her car is in the parking lot,” she said.

“Her car is there. But she’s nowhere on this school campus,” Principal Turner said.

“What?” Code asked.

“Her husband said that she’s missing,” Detective Armstrong said. 

“Missing?” Code asked.

“Let me make this conversation that seems to be going in circles more clearer,” Detective Armstrong said.

“No need to be rude,” Code told him.

“Sorry,” he said, as if brushing some nusiance out of the way. “Mrs. Finch hasn’t been seen since last night after 8 p.m. After church, she told her husband that she was going to stop off here at the school.”

“That’s why her car is here,” Code said.

Detective Armstrong gave a slight frown, which she noticed, before speaking again. “He tried calling her but her phone was off. Police are checking her car as we speak.”

“Do you think something bad has happened to her?” Principal Turner asked.

“We don’t know. It hasn’t been twenty-four hours.”

“You’re kidding, right? Anything can–”

“Miss Patterson, twenty-four hours is–”

“A time when anything can happen,” she said.

“When was the last time you saw or spoke with her?” he asked.

“Last day of school before Christmas break.”

“Do you have any idea where she may be?”

“No.”

“Thanks for your time,” he said, turning away from her. “And thank you, Principal Turner. It would be a great help if you could also ask your staff if they know where she could be.”

“I will. Anything I can do to help,” she said.

“Thank you,” he said, walking past Code as if she wasn’t there.

“His father was the former principal of this school, you know,” Principal Turner said, after he was gone.

“Well, he failed his father by not having any manners. I have to return to my class.”

“Yes, yes. Go.”

When she returned to her class, Lindsey was sitting at her table as the rest of the students were reading at their desks.

“You’ll make a good teacher,” she told her before reclaiming her chair at the table.

“Thanks, Miss Patterson.”

“Now with the time we have left, who’s ready for some math challenge?”

A chorus of yeses went up as Code looked out her classroom window just in time to see Mrs. Finch’s car being towed.

“Challenge away,” Dexter said, smiling.

Skipping her normal routine of staying behind after school, Code went to visit Mr. Finch instead. After letting her in, they went into the kitchen where they sat at the table as they drank coffee.

“Do you have any idea who would want to harm your wife?” she asked him.

“That’s just it, no one would want to hurt her,” he said. “You know, Laura, she was very nice.”

“Is very nice,” she corrected him.

“Yes, that’s what I meant,” he said, lifting his cup and taking a sip of his coffee. “But.”

“But what?”

“In cases like this they always suspect the husband first,” he said.

“You have nothing to worry about,” she told him.

“That’s what Detective Armstrong said before he added if you’re innocent.”

She politely smiled. She then asked, “Can you tell me about the last time you saw her? What was she wearing?”

“Okay. But I had told the detective already.”

She listened as he told her what she needed to know. And while she was sitting in his kitchen, Detective Armstrong was at his desk in the police station. He was looking over the contents that were found in Mrs. Finch’s car.

Nothing, except one item, interested him. A receipt for a bottle of milk. If she bought that milk on the way to school that night, then that meant she wasn’t planning on staying long, he said to himself. He headed to the gas station only to find Code exiting the store as he was walking towards the door. He was going to ignore her after she walked by him. But instead he found himself calling out her name.

“Miss Patterson,” he said, causing her to turn around.

“Code, please,” she said.

“I think we got off on the wrong foot this morning, and for that I apologize,” he said.

“Accepted,” she said, as he was about to enter the store.

“The gas station video footage showed her buying the milk and then getting back into the car. No one followed her,” she told him.

“They let you see the footage?” he asked in surprise.

“I told them that–”

“I don’t care what you told them, this is a police investigation.”

“Mrs. Finch is my friend.”

“Listen, Miss Patterson.”

“Code, please.”

“Don’t interfere with this investigation,” he told her.

“I’m only trying to help,” she said.

“Good day, Miss Patterson,” he said, entering the gas station store only to come right back out with his phone to his ear.

Rushing over to his car, he jumped in and sped off, siren blaring like an urgent announcement warning people to watch out and not be in the way.

Arriving on the scene, he met other officers there. A park bench was cordoned off with police tape as a woman sat on it, as if frozen in time. Given the description of the clothes she was wearing, he immediately knew that it was Mrs. Finch.

“What do we have here?” he asked one of the officers on the scene.

“Female in her late forties.”

“She’s fifty.”

“Oh. No sign of bruising.”

“Who called it in?”

“Jogger,” the officer said, pointing at a female jogger who looked to be in her twenties. “She said that she jogged past the victim forty-five minutes before coming back and meeting her in the same spot and position.”
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