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    For you, faithful reader. 

      

    


Author’s Note:

Welcome to the first short story in the Castlewood High Origin Stories, a companion series of origin stories of characters within the Castlewood High Tales, a retold clean & wholesome high school romance series.

“The Ugly Truth” is a retold version of “The Ugly Duckling” by Hans Christian Andersen and focuses on the origin story of Tammy Norwell, the wicked stepmother character in Pumpkin Run, the first book of the Castlewood High Tales series.

Cover design by Mary-Kate Thomas, using Canva.

“Is this thing on?”

The woman tapped the microphone I’d jacked into my iPhone, her eyes narrowed with suspicion behind her wire-rimmed glasses. She glared up at me as she lifted the cigarette in her other hand to her lips, taking a deep drag. Turning her head over her shoulder to blow the smoke away from me, she kept her gaze fixed on me, jabbing her cigarette in my direction.

“They told me this was for a national publication. I checked online. I talked to your boss, and he said he’d make it worth my while to do this interview.” She paused, snorting, talking more to herself than to me. “And then your boss sends you, some guy that looks like he’s barely even old enough to order a beer. And all you have is this?” Her short and tightly permed steel gray hair bounced as she gestured toward my iPhone set up, harrumphing. “I’m not so sure I remember everything so well as I thought...”  

Her voice trailed off as she stared at me, smoke curling up from both nostrils in long plumes like an angry dragon.

Without breaking her gaze, I reached into my messenger bag, pulling out the thick envelope McGarvey had shoved into my hands outside the diner near our office. He’d known to wait for me there. If I wasn’t at my desk or out chasing down another celebrity or socialite breaking bad gossip tip, I was at the diner, buying one more black, no sugar to go from the girl with the red braid.

McGarvey had caught me by the elbow on the sidewalk, surprising me. I had been glancing inside one last time, hoping to catch her eye. I didn’t know her name; I hadn’t yet found the courage for any attempts at conversation deeper than observations on the weather. The line at the counter had been long, and she hadn’t looked up. Dejected, I had turned and fell into the grip of my editor.  

“You’re out of the office until you get this story,” he’d said, slapping my chest with a file folder. “And you’ll need this.” He had pressed a thick manila envelope into my hands, raising one eyebrow as he had lowered his voice to a harsh whisper. “Whether you come back with the story or not.” Then he had spun away, stalking back toward our office building with not so much as a glance back at me.

I’d carried both home to my efficiency studio apartment that night, bolting the locks and throwing the chains before I had read the file while wondering if the girl with the red braid had noticed when I didn’t stop in for my late afternoon fix. Two days later, I’d hit the road in my ancient Honda Civic, driving to the middle of the country, searching for my source for my next story, the story that I needed to get if I wanted to keep my miserable job - 

And any chance of seeing the girl with the red braid again.

“If we’re going to do this, let’s get going, sonny.” Tapping an inch of cigarette ash into the empty teacup on the patio table, the woman, who’d refused to give me her name, slid the envelope toward her and squeezed it, then nodded, satisfied. She shoved it into the deep side pocket of her dull brown parka and shivered. “It’s cold out here, and I had plans to catch up on my shows. It’s my day off, you know.”

I did know. Just like I knew her name was Mrs. Scavloff, and that she had worked as the school secretary at Castlewood High School for over thirty years, and that the school was closed for an in-service day today. Easy facts to find, but if she wanted to play this like she was an anonymous source, I’d go along.  

“We can start whenever you’re ready,” I said, clearing my throat. Between the chill in the air and the growing cloud of secondhand smoke, I was trying not to cough. She waved her hand back and forth.

“This bothering you? Hmm?” She paused, then cackled. “Too bad. You know, I used to be able to take a smoke break at work - I had to hike near half a mile to the edge of the parking lot to do it, but they let me. Now, the whole place is smoke free and I have to wait until I turn onto Main Street before I can even light up.” She inhaled and exhaled slowly, eyes closed, enjoying the moment. “You ever smoke?”

I shook my head.

“Not even when you were in college? No?” she added, eyes narrowed as I shook my head again. “Well, then you don’t know. I have the patch to get me through the day, but it’s just not the same.”

She paused, looking away from me and into some point in her memory. “I went there too, you know,” she finally said as she pulled a long drag on her cigarette “It’s where this whole mess started.” Then she snorted again. “Well, I guess you don’t know, right? That’s why you’re here. That’s where I come in.”

I shifted in my seat, hunching my shoulders against the icy breeze that ruffled the pages of my notebook. I’d had interviews like this before - hell, all my interviews went like this in one way or another. The person on the other side of the microphone knew they had something I wanted - a juicy bit of story that no one else had - and they took their time telling it, savoring each part until they uttered the last word.  

I never rushed them. I knew they’d told their story to themselves over and over again through the years, honing the details, shining the edges until it was polished. Perfected. The reason I was so good at my miserable job was that I understood this; it was never about who I was interviewing or what scandalous details they knew. It was always about waiting, patiently, for them to unwrap their story carefully one last time, because once they told it to me, and I put it out in the world, it wouldn’t be theirs alone anymore.  

Stubbing out her cigarette, she took a sip from her thermal coffee mug. “So. How does this work? You going to ask me any questions or am I going to do all the talking?” She picked at a thread on her coat sleeve, her eyes not meeting mine.  

I took a sip of my coffee from the mug she had offered me. It was cold and tasted flat and bitter, but that didn’t matter; I had only used the mug to hide my small smile. She was ready.

I put the mug down and picked up my steno pad and pen, and took a deep breath. “Let’s start at Castlewood High. You said that’s where this story begins?”

With a sigh, she sat back in her chair and gave me a mysterious smile. Her words were practiced. Ready. “Castlewood High is exactly where the story begins - and ends.”

She paused and took another sip of her drink and I did the same, flexing my hands to keep them limber in the chilly air. Even though I was recording the interview on my phone, I still liked to scribble down notes and transcribe as much as I could by hand, just in case.

“This mess that Tammy’s in? The story you think you’re after - The Prison Pageant Queen?” she said as she made air quotes with her fingers. “This all started way back before Castlewood added City to their title. Back in the late seventies, when Tammy’s mother Suzette and I were in high school together, Castlewood wasn’t much more than a tiny town. The biggest thing going on a Friday night was cruising Main Street with your gal pals in your daddy’s Buick, trying to keep your hair looking good with all the windows down so all the guys cruising the other direction could see you.” 

When I said nothing, she shook out another cigarette and lit it, the wheel of her lighter rolling smoothly over the pad of her thumb
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