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The moment of truth

MARY DREW knelt down on the rug. She leaned forward, her mouth within an inch of Martha’s.

“I love you,” she said. “I’ve loved you from the very moment we met. But I won’t kiss you. I’m so close my lips are almost on yours, but I won’t kiss you.”

Martha looked deeply into the other girl’s eyes for a very long time. “I love you, too,” she said.

Then hungrily they fed on each other’s lips.

Martha grasped Mary Drew’s hand. “Love me, will you? Not just kisses. Not any more.”
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PREFACE

We would have to go back to the shocking case of Loeb and Leopold to find a murder as brutal as this one … to find a friendship as evil as that of these two murderers.

Here again, the killers were young people, just as Loeb and Leopold were; here again, homosexuality figured largely in the case … but what is shocking is that these murderers were girls in their teens; that this murder was committed nearly two decades after the infamous crime of Nathan Leopold and Richard Loeb.

These two teen-age girls looked like any others their age; came from good families; and attended a fine school. To see them as I saw them this morning, and as their families, their friends, their teachers, and their neighbors saw them day after day, who could guess — who could even possibly perceive that their lives were intricately enveloped in a web of lust, sadism, Lesbianism, masochism and madness?

The answer is that no one could imagine such a thing … that no one did, until it was too late. And with that as an answer, we can only ask why? … and again, why?

 — from an editorial in the Weerdale Sentinel, August 30, 1956





CHAPTER ONE


I recall that afternoon a lady coming into the tearoom, accompanied by two girls. They were a quiet group. They seemed perfectly normal and at ease….

 — Ruby Tullett, testifying at the Edlin-Kent trial



JUNE 8, 1956

Ruby Tullett was looking forward to a quiet day. It was a Friday, and while the tearoom got busy on weekends, on Fridays business was always sparse.

It was a good thing at that. Mrs. Tullett had suffered through the whole night with a toothache, and her sour mood was made no better by the fact her husband had forgotten to pick up a prescription from the dentist that morning. Provoked by this, she had nagged him about other things he had forgotten — forgotten to fix the screen door, forgotten to burn the trash, forgotten, forgotten — until he had yelled at her and stomped out of the tearoom, still shouting.

Mrs. Tullett was the proprietor of a tearoom in Southwark Park, in the city of Weerdale, England. On the whole, life there was peaceful. It wasn’t the sort of city that inspired violence. It was south of London, on the coast near Beachy Head. To some extent, over holidays, it was a resort area, but nearby Eastbourne and Brighton were far more popular. Weerdale was a sleepy spot, old and mellowed. It boasted of ruins from Caesar’s time; it boasted of a small but agreeably reputable girls’ school; and it boasted of its fine old church, known as the Cathedral of St. Richard, built in a pre-Gothic style of architecture.

A particularly unpleasant newspaperman who had once passed through Weerdale had described it as being “as colorful as a sack of flour.”

Southwark Park, where the portly Mrs. Tullett looked after the tearoom, was on a hillside overlooking the coastal roads, just outside Weerdale’s limits. It was a beautiful spot, covered with trees and bushes. In some areas it could get very dense and secluded, but near Mrs. Tullett’s tearoom, it was lightly wooded and rustic-looking; and that day, quiet and pleasant.

It was about twenty-five to four when Mary Drew Edlin, who had just turned sixteen, her mother, and her best friend, Martha Kent, arrived at Mrs. Tullett’s.

Mrs. Tullett remembered noticing Martha Kent right off. It would be difficult not to notice a young girl that good-looking. Martha Kent was tall and slim, and built too well for a fifteen-year-old. At the time Mrs. Tullett imagined she was seventeen at least. Martha had long hair, coal-colored and shiny, which hung to her shoulders and made her light blue eyes seem even lighter, seem to sparkle. She had an air about her. Mrs. Tullett noticed that, too, because she remembered hoping Stoke wasn’t anywhere near the tearoom. They’d had trouble with Stoke before. He was her husband’s helper, and while he had never actually done anything, there had been complaints from visitors to Southwark that a short, chunky, red-faced man had ogled girls from behind bushes, peering out at them in such a way as to frighten them.

Stoke always swore it was the various girls who led him on, and in one case that had been the fact. About the rest, Mrs. Tullett had her suspicions, and so that day the thought had very swiftly flickered in her thinking — that this beautiful girl with her air of utter poise and ever-so-slight arrogance could seem provocative to someone like Stoke. She had hoped he was off away from there, and then she had quickly forgotten the thought.

“Mother,” the other girl had said sweetly, “it’s our treat now, Martha’s and mine. Have more than tea, Mother.”

The other girl was not nearly as good-looking. She was short, with mousy brown hair, round brown eyes, and a rather amusing, Puckish face.

Her mother answered that tea was all she felt like, so soon after dinner, and she smiled up at Mrs. Tullett and remarked on how clean and bright the tearoom was. No remark could have been better directed.

Cleanliness was before godliness in Mrs. Tullett’s mind. She smiled back at the serene-faced, fortyish woman with the Greer Garson face and forgot all about her toothache as she served tea and fruit drinks to the threesome.

Mrs. Tullett went back to her duties leaving the three to enjoy their refreshments, and when she returned into the tearoom a short time later, she discovered they had gone.

Within half an hour, as she was serving ice creams from the window of her shop, she was to see two of this threesome again. Mary Drew Edlin and Martha Kent appeared at the foot of the steps leading up to the tearoom.

Martha Kent was screaming, “Murder! Help us!”

Mary Drew Edlin managed to shout above her, “Mother’s been hurt! Mother’s been terribly hurt! I think Mother’s dead!”

As both girls raced up the steps; sobbing and gasping for breath, Martha screamed more details: “She’s covered with blood! There’s blood all over!”

There was blood all over — all over both girls’ clothing and on their hands. Mary Drew Edlin had blood splashed across-her face. She seemed very dazed and white, as though she were in shock.

Mrs. Tullett tried to calm them, tried to learn what had happened. She shouted at a young man, gaping at the scene while his ice cream melted: “Go for my husband. He’s out in the yard behind!”

Then, leaving the girls standing with the blood on them in her tearoom, Mrs. Tullet ran outside, down toward the trees that lead to the brook. The girls had come from that direction, and they had pointed in that direction, but Mrs. Tullett could not see any trace of the woman with the Greer Garson face, who had made her forget her toothache. And suddenly the word “murder” was recalled, and instantly Mrs. Tullett began to run fast, back the way she had come. Even then she was thinking: “Stoke! Where’s Stoke! But Stoke isn’t a murderer….”

Back in the tearoom, she asked the girls again, “What happened, now? What?” and turning to the Edlin girl, “What happened to your Mother, dear?”

“I can’t go back there,” was the answer. “Don’t make me. The blood — oh, God, the blood!” and the girl sat down on one of the tearoom chairs and put her red-streaked hands to her eyes.

Martha Kent said, “It was horrible! We tried to lift her!” She looked down at her bloody clothes and cried, “We’ve got to get clean!”

“Did you see someone? Was there a man? What happened?”

But the girls couldn’t answer.

“The blood!” Mary Drew Edlin kept repeating. And now the Kent girl had a handkerchief out, wiping her hands off on it.

It was then that Mr. Tullett arrived. While he talked to the two girls, Mrs. Tullett summoned an ambulance and the police. Then her husband ran outside and down the shaded path himself. From around the corner of the tearoom, Stoke appeared suddenly, running after Mr. Tullett.

“What happened?” Mrs. Tullett tried again.

“We’ve got to wash,” Martha Kent repeated. “We don’t know what happened. We heard her screaming. She was screaming, and then we found her, on the ground.”

Mary Drew whimpered, “Can’t we wash?”

Mrs. Tullett ran water for them in the kitchen and left the pair there while she stood vigil at the window. She kept thinking: “There can’t have been a murder here in the park. It must be something else.”

But as the minutes stretched on, Mrs. Tullett was fearful for her husband. She didn’t know what to be afraid of, so the danger down beyond the firs near the brook seemed all the more horrible!

She was praying, “Oh God, watch Doug. Oh God, keep Doug safe!”

Standing outside with the same dumb-shocked expression on his face was the man who had gone to summon Mr. Tullett, the man who had bought the ice cream earlier. She was about to call to him to follow Mr. Tullett’s path when she remembered Stoke had gone after him. And she wondered what direction Stoke had come from, where he’d been when it had happened.

Behind her, she heard the kitchen door open, turned and saw the girls.

They were holding onto one another, walking slowly toward her. The tall, beautiful one seemed to be bracing the smaller one, whose mother it was.

“Have they found poor Mother?” the Edlin girl asked.

Mrs. Tullett shook her head. “Soon,” she said. “They’re down there now.”

“Somebody hit her over the head,” Martha Kent said. “She was on the ground.”

“And you saw no one?”

“No. But she screamed. Mary Drew and I heard her screaming.”

The Edlin girl slouched down into a chair. Martha Kent stood behind the chair. “That head — all battered in that way,” she said through tears that were starting down her cheeks. “Oh, God, I’ll always remember Mrs. Edlin’s head.”

“I’ll get you some tea,” Mrs. Tullett began. “That would — ”

“Mother had tea. She just had tea, and now — ” “Don’t talk about it, Mary Drew,” the Kent girl said, “Don’t talk about it. We’ll call your father.” “It’s a bad dream,” the Edlin girl moaned. “Mother’s gone.”

Mrs. Tullett said, “Ah, now, we don’t know that, dear.

We don’t know that at all.” Again Mary Drew Edlin repeated, “It’s a bad dream.” Martha Kent turned to Mrs. Tullett and asked her to call Dr. Edlin. “He’s a dentist,” she said. “His offices are on North Grove.”

When Mrs. Tullett returned to say she could not reach Dr. Edlin at that number, Martha Kent slapped the table with her fist. “He has to be there! Don’t you care? He has to be there!”

“Isn’t there anyone else we can call?” Mrs. Tullett asked. “Your family?”

“Yes, call them,” the Edlin girl sobbed. “I want to get away from here. I have to. But Mother’s here — ”

Then Martha Kent said, “All right. Call Melrose College. My father is a professor there. Dr. William Kent.”

“Both from good families,” Mrs. Ruby Tullett thought as she went through the kitchen to phone the professor, “and covered with blood. But it couldn’t be a murder, here in the park … could it?”





CHAPTER TWO


From the moment we met,

We fabulous two,

The world was bust — 

A fact we knew …

 — A poem from the writings of Mary Drew Edlin



FALL, 1955

Six weeks after the Edlins had moved to Weerdale, Mary Drew Edlin entered Chillam. It was an expensive girls’ boarding school with a good reputation and a certain middle-class snobbishness. A few select girls were allowed to attend as day students.

On Monday of her second week at Chillam, Mary Drew met Martha Kent, late in the afternoon.

That morning, however, she was still a stranger. She had made no friends. She was not a type to make friends — never had, and to add to that, she was a “day girl.” While the majority, at four every afternoon, went hustling off with their roommates to the neat, modern little bedrooms in the wing of the Old House to giggle and complain in a delightful bond of imprisoned sisterhood, Mary Drew waited at the outer gate of the school for her mother to pick her up.

That morning, her eyes still creaky from sleep, her father had delivered her once again to Chillam. As she passed the others in the corridor, on her way to morning assembly, they seemed too bright-eyed and almost giddy. Smug, Mary Drew Edlin decided, and silly. They had been up since six-thirty.

The assembly room was filled with girls in navy and white blazers like Mary Drew’s, and navy skirts. Her seat number was twenty-three, and as she sat down, she thought again what she had when she had first been assigned the seat: “Twenty-three’s bad luck. Tony’s twenty-three.”

Tony was her half-brother, studying medicine off at the University, and doing badly. In the morning mail a letter had come from him. He always addressed his letters to Mrs. Edlin, and began them, “Darling Mother.” Near the end, he sent love to “M.D.” and “Henry” — Mary Drew and her father.

He had written in this letter:


“I know my grades are a bore, Mother, hardly passing, but I’ve had a devil of a time with Pathology this term. Don’t worry, darling, I’ll pull through for you.”



Mary Drew grimaced, remembering. Tony embarrassed her with his “darlings” and his “I’ll do it for you’s,” and her mother embarrassed her too.

She had said, “He’s a love! What would I do without my love!”

Purposely, Mary Drew had broken in with, “I wonder how Belinda is.”

That always brought Mrs. Edlin back to earth. Actually it was more a shame to Mary Drew that her older sister was an imbecile, but Mrs. Edlin had never really forgiven herself for bearing such a child. Never really forgiven Henry Edlin was nearer the truth. Whenever the family drove to Blueberry Farm to visit Belinda, Mary Drew stayed at home. It was more than shame to her — it was humiliation. Still, if she were to choose between Belinda’s imperfections and Tony’s perfections, she would have chosen humiliation.


• • •


On the platform of the assembly room sat the faculty. Always, first thing, Mary Drew looked for Miss Nicky. She feared and despised the gym teacher more than anything at Chillam. She was unbelievably bad at sports and at the things sports required of someone — an even temper, school spirit, grace and enthusiasm. Ever since that first morning in the gymnasium, when Miss Nicky had forced her to arch herself into a bow at the ropes, all the while poking her at the small of her back and at her behind while the others howled with laughter, Mary Drew had dreaded that hour before noon meal when she had to face Miss Nicky.

Miss Nicky sat in that erect, warrior fashion, her muscular thighs bulging under the straight-cut wool skirt, her hairy thick legs encased in lisle stockings, the broad shoulders squared below the big head with its mop of wiry black hair. Her eyes were big and hard and sure. She had a growth of hair on her upper lip, and large white shining teeth showed when she smiled. She smiled at her pets — those who could swim the length of the pool under water, win “Hoorays!” from the crowd at hockey, or vault through the air to problematical landings.

The director of the school rose to the front of the platform for the first hymn.

The words were ironical:


“Come labor on,

Who dare stand idle on the harvest plain,

While all around him waves the golden grain?

And to each servant does the Master say,

Go work to-day …”



In front of Mary Drew, two seniors were nudging one another and smirking. Provoked by them, others in the row winked and smiled with them. Mary Drew could feel the buoyant camaraderie that surged up among these girls. It came to her then as something of a revelation that they were poking fun at something they actually loved; that like wise and delighted lovers, they were amused with the wonderful peculiarities of Chillam’s ritual. It was a part of them. Sometime in the far future they would miss it all, and speak of it probably with teary-eyed nostalgia.

It gave Mary Drew a heavy, robbed sensation, one she had experienced time and time again in the past, but never so sorely as now — that sensation of being left out and left over, never really having anyone. Her mother loved Tony more. Tony loved their mother more. Her father loved her mother more. More than they loved her. And Belinda’s poor brain couldn’t fathom love. Those people were hers, but she was not theirs. She had her daydreams, of course — and that was all.

The hymn swelled the assembly room:


“Come labor on,

The enemy is watching night and day.

To sow the tares, to snatch the seed away …”



In the row in front of her, a note was being passed hand-to-hand to a girl named Evelyn Rush. Even in two short weeks time, Mary Drew had learned of Rush’s and Beth Dragmore’s “crush.” They were everywhere together, mooning and swooning over each other. Mary Drew looked away and back toward the platform. Miss Nieky stood legs spread, arms folded behind her back, belting out the hymn’s words, which after ten years she knew by heart:


“Come labor on,

Away with gloomy doubts and faithless fear!

No arm so weak but may do service here …”



Afterwards, there were announcements, and a reading from the scripture. Then shiny heads bowed obediently in prayer.

“O God, the Creator and Preserver of all mankind, we humbly beseech thee …”

Mary Drew felt something hit her shoulder.

“… for all sorts and conditions of men.”

She opened one eye and saw the wadded-up piece of paper on the floor. She leaned forward and saw the pencil printing: ”PASS TO RUSH.”

“… that thou wouldst be pleased to make thy ways known …”

Impulsively, she put her shoe down on the paper, pressing it captive. Then, closing her eyes, she continued to hear the prayer.

She could feel the whispering around her. She knew what had happened. Beth Dragmore had thrown the note, intending it to land in the same row in front of Mary Drew, close to the Rush girl. But she had misaimed, and it had landed back a row.

“Amen!” the school director intoned.

“Amen!” was the chorus.

Everyone settled back. Mary Drew dragged the piece of paper under her shoe, as she sat up straight again. While the small organ in the rear of the assembly room launched into the Recessional, heads turned from the front row, craning to see the aisle behind them. Mary Drew sat poker-faced with her shoe hiding the love note. On the platform the faculty stood, one by one, preparing to descend the steps and march single file past the rows of students.

It was just at the point when the first faculty member started down the steps that Mary Drew Edlin kicked the piece of wadded-up paper into center aisle.

“Onward, then, ye people!

Join our happy throng!” the organ boomed. And Miss Theresa Pierce-Morgan, the director at Chillam, came to a dead halt in the middle of the aisle. Laboriously, her pince-nez swinging forward from her huge, ham-hung bosom, she bent, puffing, and picked up Beth Dragmore’s note to Rush.


• • •


Not until eleven o’clock that morning was anything said to Mary Drew about what she had done. Her classes until that hour were all with newer girls, but girls from every grade in the school attended the gym period together.

On “those days of the month,” girls were allowed to sit and watch the class. Mary Drew was in the queue formed for girls who were planning to observe. They had to give their names to Miss Nicky and then take a seat on the bench on one side of the sports field.

“It was you, wasn’t it?” a voice said behind her.

Mary Drew turned quickly and saw Rush standing there. She was a dark girl, athletic and handsome. She was wearing a red and white striped jersey which meant she was going to play on one of the teams. Evelyn fixed her eyes straight on Mary Drew’s.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Mary Drew said.

She was very afraid. Her heart was pounding wildly under her starched white blouse. There was no explanation for what she had done. None. And to do it to someone like Rush, who was one of the most popular seniors at Chillam — that was truly unfathomable. She stood with her eyes on the ground, waiting for Rush to say more.

“I’m sure it was you, Mary Drew. Your place is right behind mine in assembly. I swear I saw your foot move at the Recessional.”

“That’s not true,” Mary Drew countered. “I don’t know what you’re referring to.”

The queue was moving rapidly. Rush moved with it, following Mary Drew. They were practically at Miss Nicky.

“Beth’s in the director’s office now,” Rush said. “If anything does come out of it, you’ll know what I’m referring to. You can count on it!”

Momentarily, she looked menacingly at Mary Drew.

Miss Nicky’s voice intruded: “Next, now.”

Mary Drew moved forward and stood before Miss Nicky, who looked above her head, back at Rush, and gave her a nod. Its meaning, if it had any, was mysterious to Mary Drew. But it seemed to her as though Miss Nicky were saying, “Go to it, Rush. I’m on your side.”

To Mary Drew, Miss Nicky said, “Are you not playing?”

“No, mam.”

“Again?”

“Yes, mam.”

“But you skipped class only last week. Let’s see — ” consulting the papers on her clipboard — “last Monday and Tuesday.”

“Yes, mam.”

“And you intend not to play again?” “Yes, mam.”

“You must be anemic by now.”

Mary Drew was slow to catch the sarcasm. By the time she did, she had made her way across the field to the bench, blushing crimson.

It was a bleary, cloudy day, and Mary Drew was chilled. She hugged her blazer around her, opened her novel, and began to read. She shared the bench with another day girl, a quite beautiful one, with long pitch-black hair and very white, ivory-looking skin. Mary Drew had seen her at the outer gate mornings, getting out of a light blue car and waving a goodbye, supposedly to her father. She did not know her name, and she had no intention of trying to find it out. At that point she did not care if she never knew another girl’s name at Chillam. Mary Drew looked down at the novel and tried to read it, forcing from her consciousness the thought that every single day at Chillam was going to be hellish.

About midway in the hour, Rush came leaping across the field to the water spigot near the bench, drinking some and splashing some across her hot face. As she looked up, she noticed the girl at the end of the bench, the one beside Mary Drew, and she walked up and stood before her, pretending to watch the doings in the field. Then she half-turned to the girl and said, “Like hockey?”

“Some.”

“I love it!” Rush said, giving her best smile to the girl. “I’ve noticed you. You’re new.”

“Yes, I’ve just begun.”

“You’ll like Chillam,” Rush said enthusiastically. “Dear old Chillam. And we have a good bunch.” Another wide smile, mopping her brow with her bare arm. “Well,” she paused, leaving the thought unfinished, then with a wave ran back to the game.

Mary Drew was about to look across at the girl when Miss Nicky’s voice spoke behind her.

“Mary Drew!”

“Mam?”

“What is your free period this afternoon?” “Just before final bell.”

“Fine. You can report to me during that period.”

“For what, mam?”

“You’ve missed gym class three days out of ten, more than most do in three months. For that you can help me make up class charts for next week.”

“Yes, mam.”

“You’re not much of a sport, are you, Mary Drew?” Miss Nicky said flatly, and she turned and strode away, not waiting for any answer.


• • •


The noon meal was baked beans and milk pudding, and under the steady buzz of normal-sounding palaver were the whispers, “Pass it on: Beth Dragmore has lost city privileges for a month. She’s been warned about her friendship with Rush.”

Perhaps only Rush suspected that Mary Drew was the cause of it. No one else seemed to accuse her, much less notice her. But across the dining room, before the pudding was served, Rush’s eyes met hers in one fleeting, threatening look. The pudding set heavily in Mary Drew’s stomach. From the corner of her eye, at the end of the meal, she could see Rush gathering her friends to her side … except for Beth Dragmore, who left dutifully by the door at the opposite end of the room, her face weepy and tense.

As she left the library that afternoon after sixth bell, on her way to the gymnasium, Mary Drew heard two girls talking in front of her on the steps. “What was in the note?”

“Dribble, if you ask me. More of Beth’s lovesick dribble.”

At the gymnasium, there was only Miss Nicky. She had put a senior in charge of the field, and she was alone in her walled-in cubicle, which smelled of steam and chlorine from the swimming pool down the corridor. She nodded at Mary Drew and passed her some sheets of lined paper reading names off to her which Mary Drew was instructed to write in between the lines. For awhile there was simply the sound of Miss Nicky saying the name, and Mary Drew repeating it. Then, after three sheets were filled, and one filled a quarter of the way, Miss Nicky read the name: “Rush, Evelyn.”

“R-Rush,” Mary Drew repeated, feeling Miss Nicky’s eyes needling her mercilessly, “Evelyn.”

“What’s the difficulty, Mary Drew?” Miss Nicky said. “Does that name upset you?”

“No, mam.”

“No? Very well then. Here — Dragmore, Beth.” “Dragmore,” Mary Drew managed, “B-Beth.” “You seem to be stammering over the last two names.” “Mam?”

“You’re all innocence, aren’t you?”

“I don’t know what you mean, Miss Nicky.” Mary Drew stared at the lines on the sheet of paper before her, feeling the blush on her ears and her cheeks.

Miss Nicky tossed her pencil to her desk top. She studied Mary Drew a slow moment, then straightened in her swivel chair, swinging it about a little, and facing Mary Drew directly.

“I’m supposed to teach sports at Chillam. That’s my purpose here. There’s more to sports than just playing games or climbing ropes. If I thought that were all my duty consisted of, I wouldn’t find it altogether challenging. Hardly interesting or agreeable. But that isn’t all. Mary Drew, even if you were able to perform well in the gymnasium, or out on the field, which you are not, but if you were, you would be a very poor sport.”

Miss Nicky paused and Mary Drew wiggled in her chair and said nothing.

“I saw you kick the note into the aisle at assembly. You have nothing to say to that fact, do you?”

Mary Drew sat stiffly, then shook her head.

“I don’t feel nearly as angry with you, Mary Drew,” Miss Nicky said, “as I do feel filled with pity for you. You’re empty, Mary Drew Edlin. I know it, and you know it.”

Miss Nicky’s chair squeaked as she swung back to face the desk. She picked up her pencil. “It’s your choice, Mary Drew, whether to stay as you are, or to change. At Chillam, you’ll find suitable opportunities to do either … Craig, Diana.”

“Craig,” Mary Drew repeated, “Diana.”

A hundred years later, final bell rang.


• • •


Outside the gymnasium, the weather had turned black and sodden. The prospect of going into the other building to gather up her books was too depressing. Her face was still smarting from Miss Nicky’s words. Miss Nicky knew and Rush knew; by now how many others? What a bloody mess to have bolted into. Why? And tomorrow, to face another hellish day at Chillam, with everyone turned against her. Mary Drew envied Belinda’s soft-in-the-head safety. Emptyheaded, Miss Nicky had said … No, full! Pull! Too full! Suddenly her path was blocked.

“Admit it,” Rush said. She stood there with a trench coat over her shoulders, a lock of her short-cropped black hair hanging over her forehead, looking brave and heroic; a young James Mason bent on amused revenge.

“Admit what?” Mary Drew’s voice summoned up strength. Her heart hammered at her chest.

“You know what. All you have to do is admit it.”

But then, unexpectedly, Mary Drew heard the words Rush wanted her to say. “I admit it.”

Only she hadn’t said it.

“What?” Rush spun about.

“I admit it,” the girl with the pitch-black hair and the very white skin repeated. “I did it. There you are.”

Rush stared at her — this girl on whom she had bestowed her most dashing smiles that morning at the sports field. “You?”

“In assembly,” the girl said. “I sit directly behind Mary Drew. You mistook the culprit. I did it.”

For a moment, Rush just stared at her, standing arms akimbo, the trench coat flapping in the wind, her bright eyes fixed on the girl’s beautiful face. “You did it,” she said slowly. Then flatly. “Why?”

“I don’t know,” the girl answered.

Rush continued to stare at the girl’s face, but gradually, her left eyebrow raised slightly, and a tip came to her lips. “I see,” she said. “I see.”

Mary Drew was watching the scene with utter disbelief. Before she could think of anything to add to the moment, Rush turned around in a violent movement, and marched off down the walk, her head high, like a tall, strong Napoleon, oddly enough giving the impression of having been victorious.

The girl looked after her with an amused smile. “Silly person,” she said.

“Do you sit behind me?” Mary Drew asked.

“Sure. Have for two weeks.”

“And this morning? This morning — ” Mary Drew was not sure if the girl knew she had kicked the note in the aisle then, or if the girl were simply playing a joke on Rush.

“I did do it, you know,” the girl said. “Exactly what you did — in my mind. Before you did it.” She gave a husky chuckle. “Oh, I saw it hit your shoulder and saw you clamp down on it. When the Recessional started, I moved my own foot, before you did, just as though it were mine holding the note. I had the maddest notion that I could kick it into the aisle. I wanted to. And as soon as I thought that, well — you did it. Isn’t it uncanny?”

“But now you’ll be on the spot, won’t you?” Mary Drew said.

“I don’t think so. Rush likes me. She’s such a fool.” “Still — ”

The girl laughed. “No. Do you know what I believe she imagines? That I’d like to get to know her better and that I’m jealous of her friendship with Beth. She’s horribly pompous, you know … and conceited.”

“Oh, my God!” Mary Drew said. “Oh, for heaven’s sake.” She began to laugh. Both did. For a long time.

Then in the aftermath, as they straightened themselves, coughing and sniffing, after the spontaneous burst of humor that had grown between them like some rare and abandoned eternity, they stood face-to-face. The light rain fell. In the distance the tower bell on Old Building chimed four times. They looked at one another in those slow seconds, and then an odd thing happened. Instinctively, as though leach one knew the other would, they reached out their hands, the one meeting the other half way, and they shook.

“I’m Martha Kent,” the girl said.

Mary Drew answered, “I’m Mary Drew Edlin.”
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