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Vanessa Weiss, Classmate

It's amazing how much dying can do for a girl's popularity. 

I mean, I'm sitting here in the funeral parlor watching Erin McCall and my other classmates standing around Raquel Falcone's dad, each one of them acting like Raquel's best friend. I don't know if Erin's just doing her usual center-of-attention thing, or if she's actually trying to make Mr. Falcone feel better. That's what you do for a dead person's family—tell them she'll be missed even if you never once had a nice word for her or about her.

I know what I'm talking about: I was there in homeroom when Mrs. Bellanca broke the news. She told us all to sit down, and I have to believe that was at least partly so she could see where the empty desk was—I don't think she was exactly sure which one to connect Raquel's name to. Certain kids have a tendency to be invisible. 

"I'm afraid I have some bad news for you," Mrs. Bellanca said.

Her plan to prepare us did the opposite. I couldn't have been the only one who suspected that another standardized test was about to be announced. Or an assembly, because the administration had decided that the first springlike day of the year was a good time to talk to us about the evils of drugs, alcohol, bullying, or sex. Or maybe, since it was a nice day, there was going to be a fire drill; a certain number are required each semester, but the principals in upstate New York generally try to schedule them for days without snow and ice rather than run the risk of personal-injury lawsuits.

A little chatter of speculation started as people tried to guess what the bad news could be.

Mrs. Bellanca rapped her knuckles against the desk to get our attention—one step up from middle school, where they have this little rhythmic handclap thing they do to get the students to quiet down. 

"I'm sorry to have to tell you," Mrs. Bellanca said, "that the school has suffered a loss." Which still could have been something minor. She might have meant that one of the teachers was going on maternity leave—or one of the students. (Though usually there's no official word on those situations.) But then she finally came out and said it: "Raquel Falcone was killed in a car accident last night."

People glanced around. Even after seven months of classes together, they had to look to see who was missing, who Mrs. Bellanca meant.

I knew immediately. Not that Raquel was a particular friend of mine or anything. I sit behind her in homeroom, so I'd already noticed she wasn't there, because I could see Mrs. Bellanca without having to crane around Raquel's bulk.

My first thought, on hearing that Raquel was dead, was: Oh, crap. That makes me the class fat girl.


Which lets you know—just in case there was any doubt—exactly how nice I am. 

So now, all those kids who couldn't have been bothered to talk to Raquel when she was alive are leaving flowers at the little impromptu shrine at the street corner where the car hit her. They're taking up a collection to buy a Raquel Falcone memorial park bench to put on the school's front lawn. And they've even started a letter-writing campaign to get the speed limit lowered on that stretch of Poscover Road to prevent further accidents—even though nobody's 100 percent sure what happened. Why should not knowing what happened stop anybody from commenting ... or crusading?

They say she was leaving a movie, talking and laughing. Maybe Raquel stepped off the curb without watching what she was doing.

Maybe someone jostled her—which leads to two more questions: Was it accidental? Or intentional?

Or maybe Raquel knew exactly what she was doing when she stepped in front of that car. Maybe she'd had enough of being nobody's particular friend, of being "that fat girl" in ninth grade. 

A fast, fatal step to popularity is a possibility to keep in mind.

But meanwhile, I'm happy to note that Lindsay Lapjani might actually look wider than I do. She says she's not fat—it's a cultural thing. And I'm certainly not going to be insensitive enough to bad-mouth anyone's culture.



Angela Bellanca, Teacher

All those years of schooling. All those years of paying off the loans for that schooling. Years that stretched out because teachers are notoriously underpaid. 

As opposed, for example, to my sister Emily, who went into business communications—whatever, exactly, that means.

Never mind, I know what it means. It means she has beautiful clothes because she doesn't have to be on her feet all day in a building where, in the winter, the heat doesn't quite make it to the third floor; and, in the summer, there is no air-conditioning because the voters turned down the building-improvement bond, figuring there aren't many days that we'd need it. Try standing in front of thirty bored ninth graders on a June afternoon and then tell me you don't need air-conditioning. And, yes, my shoes look orthopedic. That's because they  are orthopedic. The girls make snide remarks about them based on what styles they're wearing. The boys are always trying to look down my neckline or up my skirt. And they're all eyeballing the size of my butt if I'm wearing pants. As far as hair, Emily gets hers done every week to maintain what she calls "that nice professional look." For a teacher, "professional" means not a ponytail. Except on those days when we really need that air-conditioning—then a ponytail is fine.

Not that I'm complaining: I didn't fall into being a teacher; I chose it as my career. I wanted to make a difference, and usually I don't compare myself to Emily. Except when she sits us down in front of the computer at some family function and makes us check out the latest digital photo album of the latest wonderful vacation she and her husband have taken. Meanwhile, my husband and I have had to postpone for another year getting a new car, since the old one doesn't really stall and leave me stranded all  that often.

"I will make my classes interesting," I told myself when I was studying. "I will have a multitude of lesson plans, to reflect the strengths and interests of each year's incoming students."

I anticipated endless energy. I anticipated making learning fun. I anticipated students who could, eventually, be won over.

I never pictured students who refused to give me half a chance, or parents who wouldn't come to parent-teacher conferences, or buying supplies with my own money because the district is—yet again—on an austerity budget.

And I never pictured myself having to tell a classroom full of kids that one of them had died.



Joey Nguyen, Custodian

Articles removed from locker #3245, Falcone, Raquel M.: 


algebra book (level 1)

world studies book

biology book

3-ring binder (marked DEADLY BORING NOTES ON DEADLY BORING CLASSES)

1 artist's sketchbook (marked TOP SECRET, KEEP OUT LEST THE CURSE OF THE DEADLY LAKE ONTARIO SEA-KELPIES BE UPON YOU)

1 white mitten (left hand)


1 pink glove (right hand)

pamphlet from NutriSystem

receipt from 24 Hour Fitness

mechanical hamster that plays "Yankee Doodle"

do-not-resuscitate order, from Highland Hospital, not filled out 





Hayley Evenski, Best Friend

Raquel and I met in first grade when our teacher, Mrs. Scarborough, arranged us alphabetically. I was fortunate to have Raquel sitting behind me because at that point in my life my parents didn't realize I needed glasses. When Mrs. Scarborough would write on the board, I'd tell her that I couldn't read her handwriting, and she took that as a personal criticism of her, rather than as evidence of a problem with my eyesight. 

She told me to concentrate and to try harder.

Raquel, however, began leaning forward and—very quietly—reading out loud whatever Mrs. Scarborough had written on the board.


Lucky for me, Raquel was both kindhearted and a good reader. 

In second grade, our teacher, Mr. Thesing, suggested to my parents that they might want to take me to have my eyes checked, which was when I got glasses. But I figured I was forever in Raquel's debt. Mrs. Scarborough, I was sure, would have kept on insisting that I wasn't trying hard enough, so there's a good chance I'd still be in first grade if it hadn't been for Raquel.

Not that her kindhearted deeds always worked out. In third grade the two of us dabbled at being Brownies, and Raquel talked the troop into going to Harborview Manor Nursing Home to sing Christmas carols to the residents. The attendants wheeled all these old people into the front room. I mention the wheelchairs so that you understand our audience hadn't necessarily volunteered to come. Mrs. DeLuca was the troop leader, and she also was the one who played the piano. She played, we sang, and most of the old people snoozed right through our performance. Except for one little old lady who covered her ears and moaned repeatedly, "Make them stop." 

To this day Raquel will insist we were a major hit.

Oh damn.



Jonah Proia, Potential Date

I was thinking of inviting Raquel to next week's spring formal. 

Of course, first I asked Stacy Galbo, even though I knew it was a real long shot, her being the most popular girl at Quail Run High.

"Oh, that's sweet," she said in a voice that made my knees wobble. "Thank you, but I already have a date."

I looked down at the lunch tray I was carrying, so she wouldn't see the disappointment on my face. "Okay, sure, I understand," I said. "I shouldn't have waited so long." It wasn't that I'd waited that long; the dance was still a month away at that point. But I know girls like to plan these things years in advance. In any case, I'm not sure how much of what I said she heard, because by the time I looked up, she'd walked away. 

"Did you ask her?" Ned demanded before I even set my tray down at our table. I should have never admitted to anybody that I'd planned to talk to her at lunch that day. Yeah, well, admitted isn't exactly the right word. Ned and Paul had been pressuring me all week to either put up or shut up about inviting Stacy. I know them well enough to suspect there was money riding on whether I'd ever actually get up the nerve to invite her.

Now Paul, reading my face, said, "Ahh, she turned him down."

Ned glanced from me to Paul and back to me, as though
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