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1: Memories of Death
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Constance Jerome’s first memory of death: she was five years old, and her mother raised her hamster from the dead.

Or so she thought; the memory was a little hazy in the way that some childhood memories are: full of emotion and color but void of concrete detail. What she remembered for sure was this: she woke up one morning, and the small brown and white ball of fluff wasn’t whirring around the exercise wheel. Her five-year-old brain didn’t process it—she had never confronted death before—and she screamed down the hall to her mother.

“But he’s not moving,” she cried.

Her mother held the near weightless creature in one hand, its limp paws dangling between her fingers. “These things just happen sometimes, Constance.”

Constance discovered as she grew up that this is what all mothers say when a pet dies. It’s a stupid answer—true, but stupid. It did nothing to console her, and she burst into tears.

Her father peeked his head through the doorway to see what the crying was about. He took one look at the rodent in her mother’s outstretched hand, frowned, and then smiled brightly at Constance. “We could go to the pet store after school and buy another one.” Her mother glared and shook her head as he said it.

“I don’t want another one. I want Biscuit! Grandma gave him to me.”

Her mother bit her lip, her hand trembling under the white fur. Finally, she furrowed her brow and stood up. “I’ll call the vet and see if there’s anything we can do.” She left the room.

Whenever she thought about that day, Constance’s one regret was that she hadn’t followed her mother. In the moment, she collapsed on the bed in a heap of tears and waited. Her father sat next to her and stroked the long braid down her back, murmuring soothing words that Constance could no longer recall. Then something subtle crept over the house—like a wisp of a cold draft that teases its way down your neck (though Constance knew their house had no drafts). Her father’s hand went rigid against her spine. Constance clasped her arms around herself as all the hairs on the back of her neck stood up.

Soon her mother returned, and Biscuit squeaked meekly in her hands. The smell of herbs wafted down the hall behind her mother and slipped into Constance’s room. Constance sniffled, and then she pressed the warm little body against her cheek.

“Thank you,” she said.

A sheen of sweat gleamed on her mother’s forehead, and she swept a strand of dark hair away from her face.

“The vet said that sometimes they just need a minute to wake up in the morning. It happens once in a while.”

Her father frowned and stood stiffly. He leaned close to her mother’s ear, and she nodded and left the room with him.

Constance believed her. She was only five, after all, and who was she to question her mother? She still believed that her mother knew everything, that her mother could do no wrong, and that her mother was a superhero. And she was distracted by the overwhelming joy that Biscuit—the gift from her grandmother for her fifth birthday—was alive, if a little shell-shocked and not as given to running around the exercise wheel like he used to.

Constance Jerome’s second memory of death: three months after her eleventh birthday, her grandmother died. After Constance’s grandfather passed away when she was very young, her mother invited her grandmother to live with them. Grandma was the only grandparent that Constance could remember, and those memories were more than hazy childhood memories. Constance’s memories of Grandma were so vivid that she could reach out and touch them, feel them, and smell them.

Grandma would sit in the small front room, which had only enough space for a loveseat and the old upright piano, and she would play for hours. Usually it was the same few songs over and over again, but the music would fill up every corner of the house and Constance would lie on the loveseat and watch the dust motes swirl in the sunlight filtering through the window and imagine the dust was dancing to Grandma’s music. After she was done playing the piano, Grandma would make a cup of herbal tea and listen to Constance chatter on about anything and nothing. Every month, she would buy Constance a carton of ice cream—any flavor—and she could eat it as quickly as she wanted (much to her mother’s chagrin). Grandma taught Constance how to cross-stitch, and even though it always turned out a ragged mess, she’d praise Constance's artistry.

Grandma also taught Constance to sing.

Constance’s mother had a high, soaring soprano that shot up to the rafters and then warbled down sweetly. Even as a little girl, Constance’s voice couldn’t do that. She had Grandma’s voice—rich and low. Her mother tried, but she couldn’t figure out what to do with it, so when Grandma moved in, she helped Constance form that voice into song.

Grandma would play the piano, and Constance would sing.

Then shortly after Constance’s eleventh birthday, Grandma passed away so suddenly that her mother broke down just as Constance had the day Biscuit died. But her mother couldn’t bring Grandma back from the dead, so she was buried next to Constance’s grandfather.

Constance Jerome’s third memory of death: her social life, though it never had much of a pulse to begin with, and frankly, Constance wasn’t sure what all the fuss was about. She had lived in Milltown, Arizona her entire life, Greta Charles was her only friend, and her single goal was to get out as soon as she could, and going ten miles down the road to the community college didn’t count. As soon as grades started to matter for something, Constance threw herself into her school work and barely came up for air, which left her little time for friends. But lack of time for socializing aside, there was just something off about her family that alienated people from the start. She’d seen the looks; she’d heard the whispers. Nothing concrete, of course, because there was nothing solid to actually talk about. It was a feeling, and feelings are enough to make rumors spread like wildfire.

The payment for her sacrifice of friends was that Constance had the grades for more than a handful of schools along the New England coast, and that was exactly the kind of change she was looking for. No more a-hundred-and-fifteen-degrees-plus summers. There would be a winter, spring, summer, and fall. She could imagine the trees turn to flame in the fall. She shook her head every time she remembered her kindergarten teacher trying to teach an entire class of kids raised on palm trees and winters that rarely froze about tree leaves that changed color in the fall.

“When the days grow shorter, trees’ leaves change color,” her kindergarten teacher had said.

Constance’s hand shot up. “No they don’t. They’re always green.” And it was true. The palm trees and mesquites were always green.

She wasn’t the only one who thought her teacher was off her rocker. That had been a long day.

But Constance was going to get out. She wanted to leave Milltown and the heat, leave the small house that was crowded with memories, leave the lack of social life—well, maybe leave the lack of social life. She was used to it by now, and with only one friend to please, she didn’t have the pressure to let as many people down. At any rate, she wanted to leave the house she was raised in. She wanted a second chance at a life that wasn’t just her going through the motions; she wanted something that felt real.
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2: A Warning Moment
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Constance woke on the first day of her senior year of high school to cicadas buzzing outside her window and feeling too sweaty to be wrapped up in her sheets. She untangled herself from her bedding, welcomed the cool air on her skin, and thought, Finally. The last year, and I’m getting out.

As she came down the stairs to breakfast, she felt her throat tighten at the wistful looks her mother and father gave her, but she smiled, kissed them both on the cheek, and sat down at the table next to her younger brother, Kyle.

Her father sat at the head of the table in front of the bay window and studied the newspaper at his elbow and held his phone with his other hand.

“You could just read your newspaper on your phone,” Constance said, tapping the edges of her plate.

“Hmm? What, Connie?” Her father’s eyes focused on her. “Oh, I know. But there’s just something about the crinkle of paper and ink smudges on my fingers.” He held up his hand and showed her the fingertips gray with newspaper ink. He waved to her and then turned to her mother. “Did you see the front page, hon? There was a grave desecrated in the cemetery yesterday. You’d think the police chief could get a few more officers out there. If this pattern keeps up, the vandalism will reach downtown and the bookshop.”

“Because I’m sure that whoever is interested in the cemetery will also be interested in rare, out-of-print editions.”

Her father smiled, plucked her mother’s hand from her hip, and kissed the white skin on the inside of her wrist. Constance coughed.

Her mother blushed and slid a plate in front of Constance. “Here’s your toast and eggs.”

Constance nibbled at the toast. She didn’t like eggs; her mother knew that. But both her parents looked—well, not exactly fragile—but more emotionally on edge this morning, and Constance could almost see them contemplating her last year in their house. She stirred the watery eggs around her plate and didn’t say anything.

“The bookstore will be fine, Paul.”

Her father looked at the paper once more, folded it twice, and set it next to his fork. “I hope you’re right. Milltown has never had anything like this happen. The mayor is calling it occultist activity, and that doesn’t sound good at all.” He sighed and checked his watch. “We’d better hurry. We need to do inventory before we open.”

Constance speared a piece of egg and studied it as it hung limply from her fork. “Do you ever get sick of taking care of it?”

“The bookstore?” her mother asked. She looked shocked. “No, I love helping your father with the store. You know that.”

“I’d get tired of it,” Kyle said. Constance smiled at him. He usually took her side.

Her father ruffled his hair, and Kyle pulled back. “What?” he said around a mouth crammed full of eggs and toast. “Those old, dusty books are so boring. Now if you had a strategy guide for Death to Demons II that’d be something else. Did you know the game just came out last week?”

Her mother put her hands on her hips. “We’ve talked about this, Kyle. That game is inappropriate for ten year olds.”

Kyle opened his mouth to argue, but Constance’s father talked above them. “So, Connie. Your first day of your last year of high school.” He didn’t look up from his smart phone. Constance ignored the wobble in his voice. If she paid too much attention to that wobble, she’d find one of her own.

“Yes,” was all she said, and she tried to smile again, but it slipped and looked more like a grimace. Her mother sighed.

“I know you’re not thrilled about school.” She sat down and wiped her hands on a dish towel. She traced the grain of the old, scratched table with her fingers. “To be honest, I wasn’t at your age, either. I just wanted to get out and see the world, not be chained to...”

The phone slipped from her father’s fingers and thunked on the table. Her mother jumped at the sound; she glanced at him, and their gazes locked. A long moment passed between them—a warning moment, full of sparking tension. Unsaid words bubbled under the surface; words that Constance knew she wouldn’t be allowed to hear.

“Chained to... responsibilities I had,” her mother finished, holding her father’s gaze the whole time. She finally broke the hold and brushed a strand of dark hair from her forehead. For some reason, Constance thought of Biscuit.

Constance tried her smile again and found it worked better. “I’ll be fine. Really. Thanks for breakfast.” She gulped her orange juice, gave her mother and father a peck on the cheek, and jumped for the door before more voice wobbles could threaten to bring tears to her eyes.

She slammed into a wall of summer heat as soon as she opened the door. August hadn’t yet turned into September, and the summer heat was still scorching. Even though it was 7:45 in the morning, it was already eighty-five degrees, and a bead of sweat worked its way down her spine, but she couldn’t spend another minute inside—not with the looks, and the nostalgia, and the way the kitchen with its dark cupboards and savory smells seemed to press in on her this morning. She would take blazing heat and buzzing cicadas over that any day. She squinted through the sun glare slicing through the palm fronds, but saw no sign of the bright blue car.

Was Greta ever on time for anything?

Constance shifted her weight to her other foot and let her backpack slip off her shoulders. Her hair stuck to her neck, and she was going to get to school with a sweat spot across the middle of her back. She considered going back into the House of Melancholy Parents just to get out of the heat when she heard the rattle and wheeze of a car engine that had seen better days, and Greta’s car turned the corner. Constance bolted down the driveway as the car rolled to a stop. Greta took one look at her and laughed.

“I just had the Death Trap detailed this weekend,” she said, fondly patting the dash. “So please don’t yack all over the floor. You look terrible.”

Constance giggled—and couldn’t deny it sounded maniacal—finally releasing everything she had pent up inside. Why was her stomach coiling and recoiling? She had never felt this way about school in her life. A party, surely; a study group, of course; a date, heavens yes. But school? She didn’t have an image to maintain, popular friends to appease, athletics to be pressured into winning. Yes, there was choir, but she was the only alto that could hit the lowest notes, so Mrs. Bishop just smiled and let her do her thing.

“And I’m late because I wanted to surprise you.” Greta reached behind the seat and pulled out a white paper bag. “I woke up early and stopped by Powdered. I got your favorite—an ooey, gooey maple bar.”

The smell of warm, fresh doughnuts wafted from the bag, and Constance clutched her stomach, regretting the toast. “I’m going to pass.”

“What? I almost gave Trudie a heart attack this morning when I showed up before seven-thirty.” Trudie was the sweet-looking old lady with a foul mouth who owned the doughnut shop and worked behind the counter most days. “I won’t go endangering that woman’s life for nothing, not since she brought the world’s best doughnuts to Milltown. You eat that doughnut.”

“I think I’m nervous.”

Greta’s jaw dropped. “You? You’re nervous? You never care what people think.” She grabbed a pink frosted doughnut from the bag, put the car in gear, and peeled away from the house.

“I know.” Constance resisted the urge to look back. She knew her father would be there behind the lacy curtains, shaking his head disapprovingly.

“Why?” Greta flipped down her mirror and used her index finger to wipe a smear of frosting from her lips, and then slicked on another coat of lip gloss.

“Last year to plan my escape, I guess.” Constance put her backpack on the floor and tried to angle the A/C vents onto her armpits, but the air felt warmer than it did outside.

“Sorry,” Greta said. “I haven’t gotten the A/C fixed yet. You know how much I make weighing frozen yogurt. Not in the budget.”

Greta rolled down the windows. Even with a glisten of sweat, flushed cheeks, and windblown hair, Greta looked beautiful. She pulled onto Main Street and joined the stream of cars funneling down the historic district toward the high school. “You should invest in some deodorant.”

“I have deodorant, trust me. It’s just not equipped to handle this kind of heat.” Constance looked out the window. The underclassmen who couldn’t drive or were too close to school to take the bus were braving the heat, walking along the sidewalks past the small shops, looking more like they were melting across the sidewalk than walking to school. The historic district was filled with stuccoed and bricked shops with columns and mission-style facades. Her mother and father’s bookshop was just off Main Street, and if Constance craned her head, she could see the glass reflecting back at her and the gold lettering reading, “Jerome Booksellers: Rare and Used Books.” They would be at work in just a few more minutes.

Milltown High School was at the other end of this stretch of street, and she gripped the sides of her seat as the car ate up the pavement in front of her, drawing her closer and closer. She didn’t hate school—not the learning part of it, anyway—but when she was standing in the halls with the tide of students rushing by on either side threatening to pull her under, she felt like an extra left shoe, or she stuck out like a sore thumb, or she was a fifth wheel. Sometimes all three at once.

Greta laughed and took another bite of doughnut. “Take a few deep breaths, Con. Seriously. At least there’s something good going on this year—I mean, beside the obvious we’re-seniors-thing. Choir. Mixed choir.”

How Greta could be thinking about choir right now was unfathomable. Constance was sweating, the heat was oppressive, and there was a gnawing in Constance’s stomach that just might last through next week. But Greta had been waiting since freshman year for the chance to become a senior and thereby participate in mixed choir. No longer would she have to suffer through the tedium of an all-girls choir. Greta was a soprano, though, so Constance would have to watch her enjoyment from afar. Constance put a hand to her cheek, tipping her head to rest against the window—it felt a fraction of a degree cooler than the air around her. She didn’t really care all that much about mixed choir, but Greta was the only person in school with whom she kept up a decent conversation, so she humored her. She had to admit her social life lived vicariously through her friend.

The car slowed and joined the trickle into the parking lot as all the juniors and seniors vied for parking privilege. No assigned parking made for some interesting maneuvers as they cut it close to the warning bell. Greta pulled into a space in front of a junior neither of them recognized, and he flipped her off. Greta waved, and her freckle-dusted nose scrunched up into a flirty smile as she tossed her hair over her shoulder. The junior broke into a huge grin and waved to let them pass. Constance rolled her eyes. How could such tactics possibly work?

“Like I said. I’ve been practicing.”

“Apparently so. He never had a chance.”

Greta checked her make-up one last time and then slid out of the car. Constance fanned her shirt. She hadn’t stopped sweating since leaving her house, and her hair hanging over her neck hung limp and damp against her skin.

“You should pull it back sometime,” Greta said as they climbed the steps to the front door. “It would be a lot cooler. That and not wearing jeans all the time.”

Constance looked at the skirt that hung a few inches above Greta’s knees. She could never wear a skirt like that. Her knees were too knobby, and without the extra padding around her legs, someone was bound to hear her knees knocking together.

Students streamed around them, swarming the halls and buzzing like bees. The sound bounced through Constance’s skull and pinballed until she wanted to cover her ears. The pit in Constance’s gut threatened to swallow her whole. She let her hair fall between her and everyone else in the periphery. If she just focused on what was directly in front of her, the whole process of walking from doors to hallway to locker was easier. She clutched the paper with her schedule and locker assignment like it was a lifeline.

“We’re finally in the senior hall,” Greta bubbled, her voice rising in pitch as she bounced on her toes. “It’s all real now.”

Constance couldn’t see a single difference between the junior lockers and the senior lockers—she stood on the same ancient tile, was surrounded by the same cracked walls, smelled the same combination of Lysol and old wood—but she could feel what Greta was talking about: the energy surging around her, the sense of starting to move on. It would be the best part of the whole day, she decided. She could endure the nervousness and the people and the drama of the three previous years as long as it finally meant she was going somewhere.

She stopped in front of her locker and spun the combo.

“So when’s choir?” Greta asked from three lockers down. She blotted the sweat from her forehead with a tissue.

Constance uncrumpled her schedule. “Third period.”

Greta arranged a mirror and several pictures inside her locker and shrugged a shoulder. “I can wait through two periods. Maybe. By the skin of my teeth.” She opened her bag and dug her own schedule out. Then her face fell. “I take that back. Physics and trig? I can’t wait through two periods.” She slammed her locker and leaned her forehead against it.

“Don’t bemoan your fate too much. If you read the fine print, it says all seniors have an assembly during first period. So you only have to survive trig.”

Greta’s eyes brightened. “Assembly, huh? What about?”

Constance looked over the small sentence at the bottom of the page. “I don’t know. It doesn’t say. Probably just a welcome-back-and-don’t-blow-off-your-senior-year thing.”

Greta laughed. “Can’t imagine why they’d have to tell us that. Especially you of all people. Have you ever gotten a B in your life?”

“Sure. In junior high.”

“And that’s why I won’t be seeing you around Milltown Community College.”

“There are worse things than community college.”

“Like what?”

Constance couldn’t think of a single one off the top of her head, and she shrugged. But then the thought came: maybe your hamster dying when you’re five.

Why was she thinking about Biscuit? She hadn’t thought about the rodent in years, and here it was at the forefront of her mind. Again. It had been traumatic then, but now she could see the entire event for what it really was: a small, stinky rodent that just up and died like pet store creatures often do. But something this morning got her thinking about it. What was it exactly? She replayed the words she spoke with her mother and father over breakfast. There was that odd moment in the conversation when there was more being said than they’d ever admit to. What was it that had caused that memory to resurface after all these years?

The warning bell rang, and Constance and Greta bumped through the hall. It was a game of staying in the stream of movement to make it through to the auditorium with everyone tossing greetings and the shouts that echoed across the walls. They had just stepped onto the main stairs when a shoulder caught Constance’s, and she spun around, clutched the dark wooden railing, and almost toppled down the stairs. She glanced over, saw the stick-straight blond hair and, if it were possible, the rock in her stomach grew another few ounces. Seline Thomas stood on the stairs, a trademark sneer marring her perfect face.

“You’re taking up space, Constance.”

Constance hunched her shoulders and slunk back, hoping to disappear into the crush of students on the stairs. Seline was at the top of the Milltown High School food chain: pretty, popular (though Constance for the life of her couldn’t figure out why), and she sported a football player on her arm. It never really mattered much who it was, though the footballer of choice through the summer was Seth Gossman. He tossed an effortless smile at them, the dimple on his left cheek showing.

“Jerome,” he said, nodding at Constance, calling her by her last name as if she were another athlete at school. “Greta.”

Greta beamed. She hovered around the edges of their circle—never on the inside of it—though she was invited to all the parties and big social events. Constance wondered what Seline would do if she knew Greta just came back afterward and gossiped with Constance about the parties.

“Hi, Seline. Hi, Seth. How was your summer?”

Seline narrowed her eyes at Greta, and her face instantly morphed into a radiant smile. She recognized a loyal subject when she saw one, though Greta wasn’t exactly loyal in the strictest sense. “Awesome. Guess what? For graduation, my dad bought me a BMW!”

And there it was. The bragging about the money—one reason why Constance would never like (and, unlike Greta, couldn’t even pretend to like) Seline.

“Graduation isn’t for another nine months,” Constance said quietly, sure her voice wouldn’t carry over all the noise funneling through the stairwell. And just like that, she had Seline’s attention again.

“I’m sorry, Constance. Did you say something? Greta, I’d advise you not to commit social suicide by hanging out with that one. Let’s go, Seth.”

Seth threw Constance an apologetic smile as he turned with Seline and they sped down the stairs. He draped an arm over her shoulder, and the crowds miraculously parted for them like the Red Sea.

Greta waved even though neither one looked back at them, and then Greta turned, her hands square on her hips. “You should stand up to her, you know.”

“And you shouldn’t be such a sycophant.”

Greta rolled her eyes. “Oh come on, Con. You know it’s just a game to me. It’s always been a game. How far in can I get before they catch on to me?” Her eyes sparkled when she said it. “There are perks: the parties, the guys, the way people look at you when they see you having a two-way conversation with Seline.”

“Abject horror?”

Greta laughed. “No, awe. Just because I let her believe I’d like to be her, doesn’t mean I really do.”

“But does she know that? Do all of them?” Constance gestured to a cluster of girls making their way up the stairs. They stared at Greta.

Greta stopped mid-stride and turned to look at Constance. Constance stared right back, looking into Greta’s green eyes. “You know out of all the people in this school, you’re my best friend.”

“Yeah, I know. It doesn’t bother me. But don’t you get tired of not being you?”

Greta shrugged and started down the stairs again.

It didn’t bother her, Constance tried to tell herself. Really, it didn’t. Greta cared about those things and she didn’t, and that was okay. But it was hearing her talk about Seline like she was more than just pond scum that made Constance start to shake.

“Why would you want to have a two-way conversation with Seline?”

Greta laughed and waved to a group of girls by the auditorium doors. “It’s all a means to an end, Con. A means to an end.”

“What end?”

“I’ll let you know when I’ve found it.”

And Constance realized something about Greta that she had never seen as long as she had known her—Greta had no clue who she was. She was just as lost as Constance, but in a very different way.

They joined the herd of seniors who were corralled through the doors and into the squeaky auditorium seats. The blood red curtain on the stage was closed, and a single microphone stood just off-center. The bright lights from the stage swept a wave of heat over them, and Greta fanned herself with her schedule.

“Is it way too hot in here?” she asked.

“Yeah, it’s hot.” Constance peered around as she sat down, and Seline and Seth had made their way a few rows in front of them, right in the center. Seline had her arm linked through his and was about to ruffle his carefully coifed black hair, but he grabbed her wrist just in time and gently placed it by her side. She gave him a pout, and Constance snorted.

“What’s funny?” Greta asked. She pulled a notebook from her bag and doodled.

“Seline and Seth.”

“I thought you didn’t like her.”

“Oh, I don’t. But they’re still funny.”

“Now you’re catching on,” Greta said, flipping her pen through her fingers.

The vice principal—a round lady with bleached blond hair—waddled to the microphone and tapped it. Feedback hissed through the auditorium, and there were a few squeals as students covered their ears. The vice principal glared at the students and waved her hands to quiet the crowd. It was the same every year: the same rowdiness, the same people, the same staff trying to maintain the same control. This would be the last one. Thank goodness, Constance thought.

“Alright, ladies and gentlemen. That’s enough.” The vice principal put her hands on her hips. After a few seconds the talking stopped, though whispers still rose through the air. “Welcome to your senior year at Milltown High School.”

A few catcalls, some cheering, general applause. Constance applauded with fervor. Out of all the people here, she was probably one of the most grateful for her senior year. The vice principal adjusted the glasses on her nose and looked at the paper in her hands.

“You may have noticed that it is unusually warm in the building today. The air conditioning isn’t working properly, but we have some technicians servicing the system right now. Hopefully by the end of the day, the temperature will be a bit more comfortable.” She looked at the paper again. “You’ve all seen your locker assignments. If there are any major problems—and mind you, they have to be major—you can request to be switched.” Her glasses slid further down her nose as she looked at the paper.

“The school budget allowed for additional landscaping to be done around the front entrances of the school. The project is not quite done, so there are additional materials behind the school by the cafeteria, and you’d be wise—” she eyed the students; she would have eyed each individual if she had the time “—to leave the pile of pea gravel and remaining paving stones alone.” She glanced at her paper once more, and her eyes brightened. “Now as you prepare for college, you need to remember that the guidance counselors are here to help you. If you need assistance with scholarships, financial aid, or college applications, please make an appointment. Now there was one more item... Ah, yes. As you know, Mr. Clark retired unexpectedly at the end of last school year. He was principal of this school for ten years, and he will be missed.”

“No he won’t!” someone yelled from the back, and a smattering of laughter rippled down the rows.

The vice principal removed her glasses and squinted against the lights. “I can see out there better than you think, Mr. Saunders, and let me assure you, you’ve just earned the first detention of the semester.”

A groan and more laughter.

“I’m sure you’ll find our new principal a valuable ally. He comes to us from a school in Wisconsin, and as you can imagine, he is excited to escape the snow. Please welcome Mr. Ransom.” The vice principal showed all her teeth when she smiled and clapped wildly, her paper flapping limply in her hands. Off to the side, a tall, thin man climbed up the concrete steps to the stage.

He stood in front of the microphone, a smirk playing with his lips. His small, round glasses gleamed in the spotlight, sending reflections of light flashing through the dim auditorium. He wore a tweed suit with patches over the elbows and a bright red bow tie. His curly salt-and-pepper hair was combed into careful, shiny waves. He looked more like a fifty-year-old English professor than a high-school principal. Mr. Clark had only worn slacks and button-down shirts, and he even went casual on Fridays. Mr. Ransom definitely did not look like a jeans-on-Friday kind of guy.

Mr. Ransom waited for the applause to die down. It really was only half-hearted at best, but he smiled and even raised his arms a little as if he were receiving a standing ovation. Between flashes of light reflecting off his glasses, his eyes were bright with... could it be gloating? Seriously? Constance wondered if she was witnessing the world’s biggest power trip.

“Welcome back, students. My name is Octavius Ransom.”

Greta leaned over, a hand in front of her mouth. “Octavius? Who names their kid Octavius?”

“He probably came out of the womb looking like an Octavius,” Constance whispered. “I mean, look at his clothes.”

“They look like something you’d buy at the thrift store,” Greta said, popping her gum.

“Or an estate sale.”

“Or a flea market.”

Constance couldn’t think of somewhere else he’d buy them before he started speaking again.

“I hope I can get to know all of you very soon. And please do not view that as an excuse to earn a trip to the principal’s office.” He grinned, and his teeth were very long and very white. A few giggles ran through the room, but they had lost the casual contemptuousness and sounded nervous. That smile was just a little too big and toothy.

“As you know, Milltown High School has traditionally had an open campus for senior lunch, but that will change this year.”

Greta groaned. She had been looking forward to leaving school for just a measly half-hour, and Constance couldn’t deny she had as well. It would be nice having a break from the institution for a while.

“As you know, there has been an unfortunate crime spree through town, centering around the cemetery, and our own school hasn’t remained untouched. There have been several acts of vandalism on school grounds, which was one of the reasons I looked at the budget to find the funds to improve the landscaping at the front of the school.”

Constance had overheard her parents talking about it several weeks ago. There had been some kind of symbol burned into the grass next to the front steps of the school. They had been careful not to let her see the photo in the newspaper, and her mother had given her a look that Constance could still picture in perfect detail: there was an odd detachment about it, as if her mother were trying to put some distance between herself and Constance, as if there was something about that symbol that could taint her. It had unsettled Constance when she had walked in on her mother and father that day, and remembering what she had felt just added another layer to the unease that had gathered in her stomach.

“For your own safety, until the police can get this situation well in hand, there will be no open campus. Anyone violating this policy will receive detention for a week.”

“Wow, that’s harsh,” Greta said, leaning back against her seat and propping her knees up on the seat in front of her.

It did seem harsh. If Mr. Ransom was trying to protect his students, he was also making quite a few enemies, judging from the students’ open mouths and furrowed brows. Seline turned to Seth, and her face was pale with indignation. Constance laughed again. If Mr. Ransom made Seline so angry, he couldn’t be that bad.

Mr. Ransom cleared his throat, trying to break through the general unrest now throbbing in the auditorium. “I realize that this may be difficult for some of you; it’s a privilege that you’ve looked forward to for the last three years; but you must understand that the safety of our students is my first priority. Let’s do our best to make this a great senior year. Thank you.”

He found that beatific smile again, and his head rose like he was expecting more applause, but no one clapped. Instead, the palpable discontent urged the students up and out of their seats and through the doors. Constance lifted her hair off her neck, letting the air move over her skin. She paused for a moment to look at Mr. Ransom. She almost felt sorry for him, but he was wearing that toothy grin that made her shudder. Was it just her? Everyone else was angry or offended, but no one else seemed like their skin was crawling.

As Constance and Greta spilled out into the hall, Constance asked, “What do you think of Mr. Ransom?”

“Okay, I guess,” Greta said, blinking against the bright lights. “A principal, so no matter what he says, how much of an ally can he really be?”

“You don’t think he’s creepy?”

Greta looked back, frowning. Mr. Ransom still stood on the stage; his hands were folded behind his back, his head was lifted, and he watched the students pour out of the auditorium. He didn’t even look at the vice principal when she came up to talk to him. “Creepy? Nah. Just weird. Mr. Clark was ancient compared to that guy, but he seemed a lot cooler.”

So it is just me, Constance thought. She tugged on the straps of her backpack. Greta swept a strand of hair off her face, and suddenly Constance remembered why she’d been thinking about Biscuit. It was the gesture: her mother had used that same gesture when she exchanged a look with her father this morning. The same gesture she had used when Constance’s hamster came back to life.
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3: Unwanted Attention
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Calculus—although one of Constance’s best subjects—promised to take up most of her time because of what Mr. Mason asked her to do. Mr. Mason was also the coach of the football team. He was young and athletic and most of the girls seemed to think he was swoon-worthy—Constance was surprised more of them didn’t fall off their chairs with the way they leaned forward and tried to be noticeable—but all Constance noticed were the pit stains he developed by nine o’clock every morning.

She chose a seat right in the middle of the room. That was her routine every year. Sit in the middle, and you don’t look like a know-it-all (they sit in the front) or like you’re too cool for class (they sit in the back—like Seth Gossman, who gave a single nod to Mr. Mason, who gave that single nod back as Seth wound his way through the desks to a seat in the back). Sit in the middle, and you’re inconspicuous. That was her plan, anyway, and it had always worked.

Until today.

Mr. Mason was reading off the roll. “Jerome, Constance?”

“Here.”

Mr. Mason paused. “Hmm. Ms. Jerome, could I see you and Mr. Gossman at my desk please?”

A few titters around the room (of course), but she unfolded herself from behind her desk and hunched to the front of the room. Mr. Mason sat on the corner of his desk, a self-pleased smile on his face. Seth walked forward, hands in his pockets, shoulders thrown back, an easy confidence oozing off of him. Constance shrunk just a little more.

“Constance and Seth, welcome back.”

“Thanks, coach,” Seth said. Constance shifted her weight to the other foot.

“As you know, we’re hoping to have a great football season again this year.”

No, Constance didn’t know. Though now that she thought about it, Greta had mentioned something about the football team possibly going to state.

Mr. Mason tapped his pencil on his clipboard. “And we can only do that if we have all our seniors starting.”

Seth smiled, and Constance actually saw it for the first time. His smile was sincere and honest. Huh, that was unexpected. She had never noticed before—maybe because he was always with Seline, and when he was with Seline, Constance avoided looking at either one of them. Her eyes flicked back to Mr. Mason again.

“You, Constance, were one of my best students in pre-calc last year. I’ve looked at your transcript, and you excel in math. I was wondering if you’d be interested in tutoring Mr. Gossman?”

Seth’s smile slipped for just a fraction of a second, and in that second, there was some kind of trouble storming in his eyes, and Constance almost said no. If he was really that disappointed about having her for a tutor, there was no way she would willingly do it. She closed her eyes and could just imagine him running back to Seline with all the nasty things he could say. She didn’t care. She tried to tell herself she didn’t care—it was the defense she had so carefully built up since junior high when she realized that Greta would most likely be her only friend—but deep down she felt it like a hot coal starting to burn in her heart. She knew the way Greta thrived off of being accepted, and Constance realized she wasn’t completely immune either. She glanced up to Mr. Mason with his arms folded across his chest and his eyes studying her intently. This was one of those things that she couldn’t say no to—not for one of the prized football players—and she willed her voice to sound casual.

“Sure.” Her voice cracked. Of course. She looked at her lime green Converses and scuffed the toe of one on the linoleum.

Mr. Mason smiled and rubbed his hands. “Perfect. Thank you, Ms. Jerome. I’ll let you and Mr. Gossman arrange the details.” His grin faded for a moment, and he gave a serious look at Seth. “And I expect you to attend the study sessions, Seth. Our first football game is Friday night, and if you don’t hold up your end of this arrangement, there will be more serious consequences than bad grades.”

She was relieved to see the sober expression on Seth’s face. Mr. Mason waved them both back to their desks, and Constance slumped into hers. What had she gotten herself into? That was the only thought running through her mind as Mr. Mason started the class. That and, Wait until Greta finds out.

––––––––
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Greta was excited. Understatement.

“You’re tutoring Seth Gossman?”

Constance nodded. “Mr. Mason is clearly concerned about keeping his football players eligible.”

“You’re tutoring Seth Gossman?”

“Yes...”

“Can I come?”

“What?”

“To your study sessions. Can I come?”

“Why?” What interest could a study session possibly hold for Greta? “You’re not in calc. You’re not even in pre-calc.”

Greta shrugged and rummaged in her bag to find her lip gloss. “I can appreciate the beauty on this earth, can’t I?”

So maybe, just maybe, Seth Gossman was good-looking. He had that whole Superman vibe going on with his dark hair, blue eyes, and chiseled jaw. Though fighting for truth, justice, and the American way? Not a remote possibility. Seth Gossman was a jerk. Superman was never a jerk. Well, maybe in Superman III, but those were extenuating circumstances. She groaned and instead of admitting she had seen all five of Christopher Reeve’s Superman outings, she said, “How great can he be? He dates Seline Thomas. And he almost grimaced when Mr. Mason told him I would be his tutor. He may have a pretty exterior, but he’s really just one of them.”

Greta smiled. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you couldn’t even see Seth.”

“Oh, I see him alright. I just don’t appreciate what’s underneath all that beauty on this earth,” Constance said, and Greta laughed.

Their discussion on Seth Gossman’s finer points came to an end when Mrs. Bishop—otherwise known as Bearded Bishop (really it wasn’t that bad, but she did have noticeable facial hair)—emerged from her office and sat down at the piano.

Greta shook her head. “I think it’s sad. Do you think it looks darker than last year?” Greta ran a hand over her chin. “How would you feel knowing you could be a part of a traveling circus?”

Greta stepped away to go to the soprano section. Constance shook her head when Greta began swaying her hips and smiling a little more brightly as she neared the tenors and basses. She tossed her hair over her shoulder.

“You know I love you, right, Con?” she called across the room. Constance warmed knowing that Greta didn’t care who knew they were best friends. Social suicide indeed. “And this is one of the reasons. You’re always good for a laugh.” She smiled good-naturedly and stepped over to an empty seat.

Good for a laugh. Constance couldn’t bring herself to be mad at Greta. She was transparent, and it was nice to be around someone like that. People like Seline and Seth were hardly transparent. That meanness was so contrived that there had to be more going on underneath, but
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