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Outside, the air had warmed up, and Amelia was long gone. A breeze carried the sound of water trickling, and Dawn wondered if she’d have to go in the river at the back of the school for swimming lessons. It wasn’t so far-fetched given the school didn’t have its own ‘fitness facilities’ as the brochure had called them, and all gym classes were off-site. She shuddered at the thought.

 Dawn’s mission was simple, find the library, find the book for her assignment, get out, hopefully without having to talk to anyone. As she looked around to get her bearings, hidden behind a statue of a serious-looking man, she was stunned by the beauty of the five buildings wrapping around her in a sort of wide U shape. She didn’t know much about architecture, but she knew what she liked, and the covered passageways connecting the buildings together were something Dawn liked very much. 

She was in a corner of what the map called the quad, but which bore no resemblance to any of the quads at her previous schools, which had usually been vast expanses of concrete, with a few metal tables dotted around. Here, four main alleyways were arranged in a cross pattern, with smaller paths cutting in diagonally. The flagstones of the alleys contrasted with the neatly clipped grass and flower borders. At the intersection of the alleys and paths, a three-tier fountain was singing. 

“It looks like that movie about the French king,” Dawn whispered.

“Not quite as regal as Versailles, but this is rather an unusual architecture for a high school.”

Dawn jumped at the sound of the voice coming from the other side of the statue.

“Oh, I’m sorry Dawn,” Mrs. Pietri laughed, “I didn’t mean to startle you. I happened to walk by when I heard your comment. You can thank this man”⁠—⁠she indicated the statue between them⁠—“for the design. He was very wealthy, and wanted to recreate what he’d known and loved in England before he emigrated to what wasn’t yet the United States of America.”

Dawn nodded, unsure of what to say. “I was just trying to figure out where the library was.”

Mrs. Pietri smiled. “It’s right across the quad. If you take this cloister right here, it will lead you straight to the main door. Good luck with the assignment.”

“Thank you,” Dawn said to her departing back. Something was off, no one was that nice. But she’d been told before that she was too suspicious of people’s motives. Still. . ..
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As she walked through the library stacks, Dawn’s mind was going back to Amelia. There was just something about her. She didn’t know if it was her confidence, her height, or her friendliness, but she was drawn to her. 

In the drama section, Dawn scanned the shelves, looking for the ‘S’. She’d pulled the lone copy of Midsummer Night’s Dream when Victoria snatched it from her hands.

“Hey, I found it first,” Dawn said.

“Shh, don’t make a scene, you’re not allowed to shout in the library,” Victoria said with a sweet smile, “you’ll get in trouble.”

“Well, give me the book back, and there won’t be any reason for me to make a scene.”

“Dawn, don’t you see, I just cannot do that, it’s the last copy, and I need it to study for English class.”

“You said you’d read the book over the summer, so you must have it at home.”

Victoria let out a crystalline laugh. “Ha ha, of course I didn’t read it. I read the CliffsNotes, I had better things to do than to read over the summer, like making out with Mindy Sherman, the new head cheerleader. How else was I supposed to get a spot in the squad?” 

Victoria’s entourage giggled, but Dawn was in shock. There was no way she could get the book back now. Unless. . .?

Dawn rooted around for the library card that was in her new-student packet. Victoria furrowed her brow.

“What are you looking for in there?”

“Nothing to do with you,” Dawn replied calmly. She took a step towards Victoria, snatched the book out of her hands and started walking fast towards the checkout counter. She glanced over her shoulder. Victoria was rooted to the spot, a look of disbelief on her face.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Victoria called out.

“Taking back what’s mine,” she muttered as she put the book on the counter. Where were the librarians? “Come on, come on, come on.” Dawn chanted under her breath. At last, one of them spotted her.

“Card?” 

Dawn handed it over, but as he was about to take it, Victoria put her card on top of Dawn’s.

“That was my book, she took it from me,” Victoria whined.

The librarian looked from the blond girl to the redhead one. 

“Is this true?” he asked Dawn.

“Yes,” Dawn said, “but only after she stole it from me in the first place. There’s only one copy on the shelf, and I need it for an assignment.”

“Is this true?”

Victoria looked annoyed. Her entourage had vanished, and she had no one to back her up.

“Yes,” she reluctantly admitted.

“I am sure you are aware of the student’s code of conduct?” 

Victoria nodded. 

“As it’s the first day, I won’t report you, but you should watch yourself.”

Victoria gave Dawn a murderous look and exited through the double-doors.

“Thank you,” Dawn said to the librarian, relieved. On a whim, she asked. “Do you have any books on genealogy?”

“What do you mean?”

“Books that explain how to trace back ancestors. It’s for a class,” she added.

The librarian tapped a few keys on his computer. “We had one,” he said after a minute, “but that copy’s marked as ‘lost’. Try the local library. Or the internet.”

Dawn put her prize in her bag and got the map out. She needed to find her locker to stash the book there. There was no way Victoria and her crew wouldn’t try to get it back again. According to the map, the lockers were disseminated all over the school. The map also unhelpfully only indicated ‘lockers’, without any indication of which numbering range each area contained. Awesome. 

The hallways were silent. Dawn pondered going back in the library for directions when she heard someone running towards her. Her heartbeat quickened as she jumped back into a dark corner, praying she could become invisible. She peeked around the wall and sighed. All things considered, the danger level was low, and she’d have to ask.

“Ben, right?”

“Ginger snap! Did you pull that broomstick out of your ass yet?”

Dawn frowned. “You don’t even know me.”

“Don’t need to, just look at yourself.”

“I’m looking for my locker, but can’t figure out which area it’s in.” There was little hope he’d help, but it was worth a shot. “Any chance you can point me in the right direction?”

He grinned. “Yeah, like, I could, but what would be the fun in that?”

“Forget it, I’ll figure it out on my own, don’t need arrogant douchebags such as yourself,” she spat.

 “Woah, easy Tabby, like, why are you callin’ me names like that?”

She looked at him indignantly and strode away without replying. She’d go through each locker area until she found the right one.

“C’m on Ginger Snap, don’t be like that,” he called out after her.

Dawn was hurt. Why was it always like this? These kids didn’t know her, how could they judge? 

She was so absorbed in her thoughts she almost missed the sign. She made a sharp turn and started scanning the locker numbers. What was hers again? Where was that paper? Dawn bit her bottom lip. What if she’d lost it? It was fairly small after all. She dumped her bag on the flagstone floor and was searching it thoroughly when she heard voices approaching.

“I mean, can you believe it? She just took the book from me, and then she told on me to the librarian!”

“No way?! Why would she do that?”

“Doesn’t she know who you are?”

Dawn held very still. With any luck, they would just walk past the small corridor and not notice her.

“Who does that girl think she is?”

“But Victoria, what are you going to do if you can’t get the book?”

“I have a plan,” Victoria replied, “I’m going to⁠—wait a second.”

The five girls trailing Victoria stopped. 

“Look who’s here. If it isn’t little miss snitch?”








9




Dawn took stock of the situation. The group of girls was blocking the only exit out of the corridor and her bag was on the floor, spilling its contents all over the flagstones. A quick retreat was out of the question. And they were six against one. She was in trouble.

“Hello Victoria,” she said casually while her insides were liquefying.

“Is that all you have to say?”

Dawn tilted her head up towards Victoria. Deep breaths, don’t show fear. “Err. . .yes, why? What did you expect me to say?”

Victoria snarled. “How about ‘sorry I stole your book’?” 

“I didn’t steal that book, I know it, you know it, and so do your friends,” Dawn said with a gesture towards the group of girls behind Victoria. They took a step back, raising their perfectly tweezed eyebrows in unison. Maybe no one ever acknowledged them when Victoria was around?

“What are you doing here anyway?” Victoria asked.

“Not that it’s any of your business, but I’m trying to find my locker.”

“Oh,” Victoria replied sweetly, “which one is it? Maybe we can help you find it?”

“No need, thanks.” Dawn grabbed her bag. Even if her locker was one of those, there was no point in sticking around. It would be stupid to let Victoria know which was hers. She might put something horrible in it, like in Montana two years ago. That was horrible. Some of the jocks had found a dead raccoon on the road and stuffed it in her locker on a warm Friday afternoon just before Memorial Day. It had stewed all weekend and the smell of rotting flesh when she had opened her locker on the Tuesday morning had made her gag. Her nose crinkled in disgust at the memory.

As Dawn hastily packed her bag, she spotted the piece of paper she’d been looking for. Yes! This was it, in the corner, locker 453. And no way Victoria could have noticed. Now Dawn needed to get out of that corridor, fast.

As if she’d read her mind, Victoria shoved her against the lockers. Pain irradiated in Dawn’s shoulder, arm, and leg. She blinked tears away. Now wasn’t the time to show weakness, the bullies always went for the weak.

Victoria’s arm was pressing hard against Dawn’s throat, harder than one would have thought possible from such a skinny girl. With her free arm, she reached down in Dawn’s bag and pulled out the library book.

“Now ‘Miss Mitchell’, I’m taking my book back, and you better not tell anyone about this, or I’ll make sure your year at Hillcroft High is the most miserable you’ve ever experienced, understood?”

Dawn was so shocked at the attack that she couldn’t do or say anything. Her brain was just not responding anymore. 

“Hey, what do you think you are doing?”
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All heads turned towards the voice. Amelia stood in the main corridor, her feet spread shoulder-width apart, her hands curled into fists on her hips, her curly black hair floating around her head like a halo. She towered over Victoria’s entourage, taller than all of them by almost a head.

Dawn stopped breathing. Amelia looked like a superhero. Or a goddess. Dawn couldn’t take her eyes of her. She was so mesmerized, she barely felt Victoria’s arm on her throat anymore.

Amelia locked eyes with her, drilling in as if she wanted to read her mind. Dawn felt herself blushing under Amelia’s gaze, but what the hell, she’d just add it to the list of embarrassment, right after the red nose and swollen eyes.

Victoria recovered first and dropped her arm. “Nothing special, you know, just having a friendly conversation. I think we were pretty much done anyway, right Dawn?”

Dawn nodded.

The girls slowly turned around and inched back towards the main hallway, giving Amelia a wide berth. 

“Dawn, we’ll see you later, okay?” Victoria shot as they left.

Dawn was rooted on the spot, her back still against the cold metal locker, heart pounding.

Amelia moved closer. “Are you alright?”

Dawn stared blankly at her. She could see Amelia in front of her, but the dots were not connecting. 

She’d tried to stand up for herself and it had made things worse. How had it happened? Why would Victoria care so much about a book, when she could probably afford to buy her own copy? Or was it about winning, about crushing the life out of everybody else?

Amelia reached out and grazed Dawn’s hand. Her touch shook Dawn out of her thought storm as if she’d received a jolt of electricity. 

“Are you alright?” Amelia asked again.

“I’ll be okay.” Dawn massaged her neck. She could still feel Victoria’s arm against her throat. She needed to get out of here, find someplace safe, where they couldn’t hurt her.

“You should report these girls.”

“What’s the point?” Dawn said bitterly. “It won’t change anything, apart from making things worse.”

To Dawn’s relief, Amelia didn’t insist, even though disapproval was etched all over her face. 

Dawn hitched the bag strap on her shoulder and walked around Amelia to get to the main hallway, just like the gang of girls had done mere minutes before. Her instincts told her Amelia wouldn’t hurt her, but she’d been wrong before, people could do kind things that would lead to terrible hurts. Like Earle had done. Taking her in instead of sending her to foster care was kind in principle, but the price she was paying, being a prisoner in his house, moving all the time, feeling so alone all the time, that hurt. 

 “Thanks for your help here. If you hadn’t walked past when you did⁠—,” Dawn’s voice broke and she cleared her throat to cover it up. “Anyway, I’d better go, I need to find my next class.” 

I’ll keep my head down, and hope that I don’t have other classes with Victoria and her crew today, and it will all be fine. Dawn chanted her new mantra as she navigated the students crowding the hallways, some heading for their lockers, some for drinks from the coffee machine. 

Did the machines make hot chocolate? 

She needed a pick-me-up, and she needed it now. 
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Only one more class and Dawn would be done for the day. 

Free, even if only for a short while. 

The rest of the day had gone better after the Victoria incident, but then again, it couldn’t really have gotten worse, could it? She’d eventually managed to find her locker at the end of her lunch break, nobody had thrown food at her in the cafeteria (she’d made sure to get in and out as quickly as possible, and she hadn’t attempted to sit down inside, obviously). There had been some variety of name-calling of course, but that was nothing out of the ordinary. It hurt, but Dawn did her best to tune them out. If it didn’t look like they were getting to her, they’d tire of it and eventually stop. That strategy had never worked so far, but maybe she was an optimist after all. Either that, or delusional.

Dawn’s footsteps echoed through the empty hallways as she walked toward the staircase leading to the SAT prep classroom. Either not many students hung out there (which wouldn’t be surprising, the atrium looked a bit like a mausoleum, bare stone floors, bare walls with slightly peeling paint, drafty. . .who’d want to be here when they could be anywhere else?), or they were all in class. Or a zombie attack happened when she was in math class, and they were all dead. 

She paused at the foot of the steps. She’d never seen a marble staircase except in that fancy hotel in New York City when her stepfather had to meet with one of his political contacts and had dragged her along. And there was one in this school. What kind of place was this?

She swiped some lip balm across her lips, trying to remember what Mrs. Pietri had said that morning. Had it been purpose-built to be a school or did it use to be somebody’s fancy house and then was converted into a school? Still staring at the staircase, she put the lid back on the tin and slid it in her bag. 

The noise of metal hitting the stone floor echoed throughout the whole building. She’d missed her bag. Dawn froze, her ears burning hotter and hotter as the tin carried on rolling down. She didn’t waste any time waiting for students to pour out of the classrooms to investigate the noise. She ran up the marble staircase. Even if someone found the tin of lip balm, she doubted they would test it for DNA.

Dawn was already halfway up the first flight of stairs when Amelia called out. 

“Wait!”

She looked back, just in time to see Amelia running towards her and doing a spectacular somersault. Dawn lost her balance, tried to grab and missed the banister, and tumbled down the stairs.

She landed on her face and laid immobile for a few seconds, stunned by the fall. At least, she’d landed on a rug. Strange though, she didn’t remember seeing a rug. If there had been a rug, her tin of lip balm wouldn’t have made any noise when it had fallen on the floor.

“I’ve been told all my life that I was clumsy, but you are way above me in terms of skills to fall down the stairs.”

Dawn willed her mind to focus, but it was foggy. She lifted her head and met Amelia’s eyes.

“What happened?” Dawn asked.

“You seem to be taking a nap on top of me.” 

Dawn let out a nervous giggle. “I’m sorry, that doesn’t normally happen to me. The steps are a bit uneven, and I was rushing up, and heard you calling out. I must have slipped or something and I. . .I guess I fell and landed on you. Sorry,” she added in a breath.

“Huh huh. . .” Amelia sounded unconvinced. 

“What? You don’t believe me? You think I rolled down half a flight of marble stairs on purpose?” Dawn was getting defensive. “I’m going to be covered in bruises tomorrow!” 

“No, it’s not that,” Amelia whispered.

“Then what?”

“I can’t breathe, would you terribly mind getting up please?”

“Oh.” Dawn looked down and realized she was still spread across Amelia’s body.

“You know, you could have asked if you wanted to be on top.”

“I. . .no. . .it’s not. . .” Dawn stammered. Did Amelia know how she made her feel? What if she did know? Was it what they called ‘crushing’ on someone? Because she wasn’t. Definitely not.

“I’m joking, don’t worry.”

Dawn pushed on her hands to get up and froze. Students’ heads were peeking from the doors along the hallway. They had an audience. She wondered how long they’d been watching, and why no one was laughing. That’s what would have normally happened. 

Amelia followed her gaze and, as if she’d read her mind, said, “They’re probably waiting to see if we’re alright.”

Dawn nodded and got up. Amelia was still sprawled on the floor and wasn’t moving.

“Are you okay?” Dawn asked. She wasn’t used to thinking about other people’s feelings and well-being, she was spending most of her time protecting herself from them. She didn’t understand humans, or how they worked, what made them tick, but she was having a strange feeling looking at Amelia, immobile on the floor. Was that what people called concern? Or maybe compassion? Empathy?

She crouched next to Amelia. 

“Amelia?” she whispered.

“I’ll be fine, I just need a minute. Or two.”

Dawn retrieved her bag a few feet away. It had mercifully remained closed when she fell. Next, she went for Amelia’s bag and jacket. The students were now merrily chatting, some leaning against the doors, others sitting in the corridors, reveling in the opportunity for a break from class.

Dawn called out to Amelia. “That’s weird, your jacket was thrown way over here.” She paused, replaying the sequence of event in her mind. “I can’t have landed on you with that much force that your jacket would be propelled twenty steps away. . .”

“I was coming through this corridor when I slipped on something and lost my balance. I guess I was walking quite fast, my foot went with whatever made me slip and I slid for a few feet before falling. My jacket must have flown off my hands back there.” Amelia sat up and started scanning the floor. “Bugger, my bag must have opened when it hit the ground.” 

Dawn walked back towards Amelia, gathering pens, pencils, notebooks, and loose sheets of paper as she went. “Here,” she said as she handed them to Amelia, “you can put those back while I go get the rest.” 

“Ta,” Amelia said, “but I can do it, I don’t want to make you late for wherever you were running to.” 

“I don’t mind.” Dawn sneaked a glance at Amelia, who was wincing as she got up. “Are you sure you’re okay?” 

 Amelia smiled. “Yes, absolutely. I don’t break easily.”

They were both finishing to gather the last of Amelia’s possessions when Dawn checked the time. “We better make a move, or we’ll be late for class. What do you have now?”

“SAT Prep,” Amelia replied, “up on the fourth floor.”

“Me too,” Dawn said. “Maybe. . .”

“Yes?”

“Maybe we could go up together?” 

“Sure. If we go together, there are less chances you’ll fall on me again.”

Dawn blushed, and they turned towards the staircase.

“Oh, we missed some stuff here.” Dawn handed the items to Amelia.

“Thank you,” she said, “but this one’s not mine.” She handed back a metal tin to Dawn.

Dawn stared at the tin resting in the palm of her hand. It was a lip balm tin. It looked like her lip balm tin. And its lid was squashed, as if someone had walked on it.

“Are you okay?” Amelia asked.

“Yes.” Her throat felt dry. Should she come clean, tell Amelia it was her fault she’d fallen down? What if she rejected her? What if she told teachers, and Dawn got expelled? What if she joined Victoria’s crew in revenge and set to making Dawn’s life hell?

“Why is it so dark all of a sudden?” Amelia murmured. Her gaze traveled to one of the tall windows in the staircase. “Look at the sky.” 

Dark clouds were assembling above the quad and looked as if they were about to engulf the entire school in darkness.

“Come on,” Amelia said.

They climbed up the stairs in silence until they reached the last flight.

“This is kind of weird,” Dawn said, “this one is made of wood.”

“Not that weird,” Amelia replied. “I’m guessing the fourth floor used to be the servants’ rooms, or maybe dormitories for students in the olden days.”

“How do you know?”

“I don’t, it’s just a guess. That’s how it is in the old castles and manors in England. I grew up there.”

They kept climbing up in silence, with only the sound of the wood creaking under their feet. Above them, an exclamation preceded a herd of baby elephants (or so Dawn thought) running along the corridor. 

The sky rumbled, lightning flashed, and a horned silhouette appeared against the whitewashed wall, its cape floating behind.




***




Dawn gasped and edged closer to Amelia.

“It’s alright,” Amelia whispered to Dawn, “look.”

Despite the raindrops banging against the roof, Dawn heard a muffled sound coming from the trembling silhouette. “Is it scared of us?” 

Amelia shook her head.

“Look!” she insisted.

Dawn looked again. Amelia was right. The silhouette wasn’t trembling, it was shaking. 

Shaking with laughter. 

It was laughing at them.

“Who’s there?” Amelia shouted.

At that moment, the corridor above them flooded with light, illuminating Ben in a fit of giggles. 

“Who turned off the light again?”

A man appeared from the other side of the corridor, his cane making him sound as if he had three legs. 

“Harrumph. What are you doing here boy?” he asked in a wheezy voice.

Ben was momentarily taken aback at the unexpected sight of a short balding man in suspenders and corduroy pants, but his giggles soon returned with greater intensity.

The man took a step back, shocked at Ben’s attitude. He hadn’t noticed Dawn and Amelia yet, but they were bracing themselves for his reaction when he did. Below them, the school was buzzing with the sound of students rushing to their next class.

“Well, boy? I suggest you answer if you don’t want to end up in detention on your first day.”

Ben was struggling to recover. He took a deep breath and wiped his eyes. “I’m okay, I’m okay . . .phew,” he exhaled. “Yeah, like, so, you see, I heard these girls”—⁠he pointed at Amelia and Dawn⁠—“talking in the stairs, so, since I had time before the next class, I figured I’d try to scare them a bit, you know, like, a prank, like.” 

The man’s eyes were narrowing with every word coming out of Ben’s mouth, and by the time Ben was done, there were no eyes left to be seen. The man pinched the bridge of his nose between his thumb and index finger, and the knuckles of his other hand were white from clutching on to the cane handle as Ben carried on with his explanation.

When Ben was done talking, the teacher released his nose and passed his hand on his face from forehead to chin several times, eventually settling it on his small pointed beard. 

“Harrumph. And are you ladies okay?”

Dawn and Amelia both nodded at him, not daring to look at each other for fear of having a fit of giggles themselves. Ben in full light was quite a sight. He’d re-arranged his hair to look like two horns, tied his jacket sleeves around his neck, cape-like, and his face was still red from laughing at them. 

“He looks completely ridiculous,” Dawn whispered to Amelia, “and his hair looks like that singer Mrs. Petit showed us in French class this morning, the one who only had an initial, what was his name again? ‘M’. . .Matthieu something.”

Amelia let out a squeak and started coughing loudly. She sounded like she was going to choke.

“Are you okay Miss?” the man asked.

Amelia nodded. “Yes, sir,” she said in a strangled voice.

Dawn timidly said, “We should get to class, we are going to be late.”

The man pulled his pocket-watch out of his vest and checked the time. “Harrumph. Right you are, off you go. And you sir,” he pointed at Ben, “should watch your step, or you’ll end up with so many detentions you won’t come out until your ridiculous hair is as white as my beard!” With this statement, he turned on his heels and left. 

Dawn looked alternatively at Ben and Amelia for a few seconds, and they all started laughing quietly. 

Driiing

“Oh bugger,” Amelia said. She tugged at Dawn’s shirt sleeve. “We’re going to be late. Come on, let’s make a dash for it.”
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Deep breaths Dawn, get a grip. 

She couldn’t believe she’d gotten kicked out of class for talking. It wasn’t even her fault, all she was doing was telling that girl to shut up. 

Dawn cupped her hands under the tap and frowned. Why was it that the water in public bathrooms was always freezing, except precisely when you needed it cold, for example when your face was a mess because you couldn’t stop crying. 

Like, right now. 

What good would it do to splash warm water on her face? Never mind. She moved to the antiquated hand dryer on the wall. Earle would be so mad if he found out she was kicked out of class on the first day of school. Although that would be nothing compared to him finding out she’d gone through his papers. 

The dryer switched off automatically, but Dawn didn’t move, her mind on the picture of her mom. How happy they looked. She wished she could remember her mom, remember their time together, remember their happiness. But nothing. She didn’t even remember the moment she was told her mom was dead.

A hand touched her shoulder and she shrieked. 

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you,” Amelia said, “I called your name, but you must have been very far away.”

Dawn nodded.

“What’s going on?” Amelia said.

“Nothing.”

“Don’t shut me out, please. Whatever it is, maybe I can help?”

“You can’t, okay? You can’t make the stupid library have more books, you can’t make Earle stop moving me all over the country as if I was a couch, you can’t make my parents be alive, and you can’t tell me what happened to them either, so lay off, okay? I don’t want your pity or whatever.” 

Shit. She bit her lower lip and stared hard at the tiles on the floor. What were the odds that Amelia had experience a bout of temporary deafness? 

Amelia stepped back, a pained look straining her face.

“This,” she said, “this isn’t pity.” She paused, as if trying to find the right words for what was on her mind. “This is concern. For myself. And who’s Earle?”

“My stepfather. What. . .what do you mean, for you?”

“Dawn,” Amelia said, “look at me.”

As she obeyed Amelia’s gentle command, Dawn caught sight of her face in the mirror, blotchy, eyes looking like a sick rabbit’s, all red and puffy.

They were alone in the girls’ bathroom. The rumble of the students leaving class was quieting down as they all made their way downstairs and towards the library, chess club, science club, football or cheerleading practice, or to the dozens of school busses lining up in front of the school, waiting to take them home.

Dawn waited for Amelia to speak, but the silence grew louder, only broken by a dripping tap.

“What did you mean ‘concern for you’?” Dawn asked again.

“I am new at this school, and in this country,” Amelia replied after a long pause. “So far, based on the few interactions we’ve had, you seem like someone I could be friends with.” She paused again, as if debating whether to carry on. “But you cannot be my friend if you shut me out.” She sighed. “So, yes, this is concern for me, and for my own well-being.”

Dawn paced in front of Amelia. She’d said too much already, but she could also see Amelia’s point. She wanted friends, which was understandable. Dawn had never had a real friend, having never stayed in one place long enough. She didn’t understand people and had no idea how to connect with them on a basic, human level. All the interactions she’d ever experienced ranged from teasing to bullying so bad it reduced her to a sobbing ball in minutes. She had built herself a sort of self-sufficiency over time where she didn’t need other people, but the loneliness was probably new to Amelia. 

“Do you know how to track down someone’s death certificate?”

Amelia shrugged. “I’m guessing you just need to ask the town where the person died.”

Dawn bit her lip. Amelia was making it sound so easy, when it was anything but. 

“What if you don’t know the town? What if you’re not even sure of the last name? Or the date?”

“Baby steps. You’ll figure it out. You just listed the things you needed to get done first. I’ll help, if you want me too.”

Dawn felt ashamed of herself for lashing out at Amelia, when she’d shown her nothing but kindness. She whispered. “Do you want to compare schedules, and see which classes we have in common?” 

Amelia nodded and soon, they were poring over the pages.

“Oh, you’re taking gym too?” Dawn exclaimed.

“Yes, I need to keep my fitness levels up.”

“My stepfather is making me. I wanted to take arts.”

“Did you actually get to pick any of your own classes? He sounds like he controls a lot of your life.”

Dawn shrugged. No point in denying it, Earle did control a lot of her life. Almost all of it actually. 

She wanted to be done with being afraid. 

“I have decided that today was the last day I cried.” Amelia looked at her, puzzled. “I want to be strong, like you.” 

“Crying is not a sign of weakness,” Amelia replied. “Besides, what makes you think I’m strong?”

“The way you got Victoria and her crew to leave me alone this morning?” Dawn reminded her.

“That’s just being a decent person.” Amelia nodded at the door. “Let’s go, we’ve got a ton of homework already.” 

“Oh no.” Dawn’s hand flew to her mouth. “I completely forgot.”

“What?” 

“Victoria took my book.”

“What book?”

“Midsummer Night’s Dream.”

Amelia frowned. “What? When?” 

“This morning. When you found us, she’d just taken it from my bag. I completely forgot about it.”

“Oh. Are you going in town to buy another one?”

Dawn sat on a sink after making sure it was solidly attached to the wall. “I can’t afford one.” There was no way she could ask Earle for the money. He’d lecture her forever about responsibilities, even though none of this was her fault, and he’d still refuse to give her the money, even if she offered to work for it. She chewed on her lower lip. “The teacher. Mrs. Pietri. I saw her in the quad after class this morning, before I went to the library. I think she said there was a public library about a mile away from here, but how the hell am I going to be able to find out how to get there?” 

“You could ask a friend who spent the last two weeks exploring Beanosset,” Amelia said, raising an eyebrow.

Dawn leapt off the sink and threw her arms around Amelia, hugging her tight before planting a big kiss on her cheek. “You are an absolute genius.” 

Amelia’s body stiffened, then relaxed in Dawn’s arms, and she returned Dawn’s hug. Her lips found Dawn’s cheek and she kissed her lightly, just at the edge of her lips.

At the touch of Amelia’s lips, butterflies flew in Dawn’s stomach. She dropped her head, confused. Why did she feel those butterflies? She’d never had a friend, much less a boyfriend or a girlfriend. And she’d never been almost kissed by anyone, boy or girl, she didn’t know what the etiquette was.

As if she could hear her thoughts, Amelia released her embrace and took a step back.

“Dawn? Are you okay?”

“I’m sorry,” Dawn said. “I got excited. I don’t normally hug people. And I don’t normally kiss people I’ve only known for a few hours either.”

Amelia didn’t reply. 

Dawn pulled her notebook out and thrust it at Amelia. “Can you draw me a map? So I can get to the library? Please?” 
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Map in hand, Dawn headed for the street Amelia had guaranteed her was the fastest, easiest way to get to the library. Across the now deserted parking lot, a man was taking pictures of the school, bracing his tripod against the wind coming from the nearby ocean. Not a birdwatcher. An architect maybe? Dawn opened her mouth, gulping the salty air and wrinkled her nose as a faintly fishy smell mixed with the wind. It smelled so much stronger here than on the West Coast. 

Dawn picked up the pace, squinting against the glare from the sun reflecting on the wet sidewalks. Why did she have to leave her sunglasses at Earle’s house? In California, she’d never stepped out of the house without them, and she’d had spare pairs in every bag. She walked down the street, barely noticing the leaves that were already starting to turn as she did her best to navigate between the prams, toddlers, and dogs running around. 

Towns like Beanosset always came to life after schools let out, a time she normally avoided, but today, she had no choice. She passed a burger place, several hair and nail salons and an ice-cream parlor, all housed in a mixture of low white-stone buildings, colonial-style houses, and two-storied red-brick buildings. 

At the corner of Lincoln and Cemetery Road, she spotted a hardware store with rocks in the window. Dawn walked in to take a closer look. Hide-a-keys. The cheapest one was five bucks. Definitely more than she should be spending, and not that realistic looking, but it would be worth it if it saved her from Earle’s wrath in case she lost her bag. For an extra two dollars, they would cut a duplicate key. 

Sold. She paid and put her new treasure in her bag before stepping out in the street. Across the road, Victoria was exiting the animal hospital, led by five dogs of all sizes. What was she doing there? She hadn’t seemed the volunteer type. . .. 

A huge federal-style building clad in white clapboard loomed in the distance. It had to be the library. Dawn eyeballed the distance. About ten blocks. She sped up, barely glancing at the derelict used bookstore on her left, its windows so dirty she couldn’t tell if there was anyone inside, or if it was closed and had been closed for a while. Next door was a magick shop. She slowed down and peered curiously through the window. A girl with a familiar sharp black bob was carefully picking out incenses. The fashion intern. What was her name again? Adams, like Wednesday. Dawn chuckled. It seemed fitting, somehow. Oh yeah, Yumiko. That was her name. Not enough time to investigate why she was in there, she had to get home before the safe man arrived. Dawn made a mental note (which she was sure to forget) to mention it to Amelia. As she moved on, a reflection in the window caught her eye. The man with the tripod camera was on the other side of the street, ostensibly taking pictures of the buildings. Her stomach squirmed but she dismissed it. Her instincts had never been right, so why start trusting them now?




***




Finally. Twenty minutes of power walking to get to the building which had seemed so close earlier. Dawn paused by the park, waiting for the crossing lights to change. Wherever she looked, someone did something, whether Little League teams practicing in the diamond, children playing, or people running on the track way at the back, where the forest started and extended north for miles, and east all the way to the ocean. She shook her head. How could anyone enjoy running? Never mind, she was a girl on a mission. Get in, get a library card, get the book, get out, and get home, in time to let the safe installer in and avoid Earle going ballistic. 

The second Dawn walked in the library, her plan fell apart.
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The lobby itself, instead of being the boring plain cube Dawn had expected, was a large circular room with white crown moldings contrasting with the pale taupe walls. The hardwood floor creaked under Dawn’s timid step. Its varnish was so shiny she could see the ceiling’s reflection. Dawn looked up. Instead of a plain white ceiling, she was looking at the most beautiful painted starry sky she’d ever seen, all in blues and gold. The effect was breathtaking and magical to a girl who’d always lived in small towns where the most magical things were the different flavors available at the slushy machine.

She must have looked lost, as the tweed-wearing woman behind the reception desk called out. 

“Can I help you?” 

Dawn startled, having momentarily forgotten where she was, or why she was there. “Yes,” she whispered, “I have just moved here, and I need a library card, so I can check out books please.”

The woman laughed. “You don’t need to whisper out here honey, this is only the lobby.” She had a warm voice with a Texan accent. Despite the tweed-wearing, Dawn decided she probably wasn’t much older than thirty. 

“To get you a library card,” she resumed, “I’m going to need to see some sort of ID, and proof of address.”

Dawn racked her brains for something that might have her new address on, but, as far as she knew, they hadn’t received any mail at the new house yet. She said so to the woman, who started chewing on her pencil. 

“We can send you a postcard, then you’ll need to bring it back here.”

“But I need to borrow a book today!”

“That’s okay, we’ll get you sorted out with a temporary card honey.” The woman’s fingers started clicking on the keyboard. “Can I have your school ID please?” She wrote down Dawn’s details in permanent marker on a plastic card and searched through a shelf behind her. “Sorry honey, it’s going to take a few more minutes, I’m all out of stickers. I’m gonna need to go in the back to get some more.”

“Stickers?” 

“I need to put a sticker on your card. Under-eighteens aren’t allowed to borrow restricted materials from the library.”

“I see.” 

“I’ll only be a moment.” The woman disappeared through a cleverly disguised door behind her desk. 

Dawn returned her attention to the ceiling. She wasn’t an expert, but the painted sky above her looked amazingly similar to the real night sky.

She spotted the Big Dipper, but another constellation grabbed her attention. The pattern looked familiar, although she couldn’t quite place it. She walked around the room, craning her neck in an attempt to get a clearer picture of that particular group of stars. She had started counting them when the woman returned.

“Here you are honey, here’s your card.” Spotting Dawn’s fascination with the ceiling, she added, “If you’re interested in the building’s architecture, they do tours about once a month.”

Dawn slid the card in her back pocket. “It’s a very beautiful room.”

“For sure honey, for sure. There’s a flyer over there about the tours if you want, and the exact dates and times are on the library’s website.” 

Tens of flyers were stacked in neat piles on the table the woman had pointed to. Dawn browsed the various adverts for local outlet malls and Indian casinos until she found one from the local historical society advertising tours of interesting buildings. She picked it up and started unfolding it.

“We get schools in there sometimes, maybe check with your teachers if they’re planning on taking your class?” The woman was still observing Dawn.

“I will, thank you for all your help.” Hopefully the woman would take the hint and return to her work. The leaflet was a disappointment, with only a small paragraph and a minute picture of the starry ceiling in a corner, but Dawn pocketed anyway. A tiny picture was better than none. Maybe one day Earle would buy her a cell phone with a camera. It didn’t even have to be a smartphone, just a good camera would do. She cast another glance at the grouping of stars. Why did they seem so familiar?

“Do you happen to know the constellations?” 

“Honey, I’ve worked in this lobby for the past three
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