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      I just wanted to say a huge thank you to all of my readers! For those of you who took the chance to read Wolf Moon all those years ago and who have stuck with me throughout the years. Without you, there would be no Grazi Kelly Universe.

      I am eternally grateful for your encouragement and support. And to those of you who have stumbled upon me by chance, I sincerely hope you enjoy these books. Grazi Kelly is the very first character I have ever written, and she means a lot to me. Thank you so much for taking this journey with her.

      Del mare alla stella,

      C.D. Gorri

      *PLEASE sign up for my newsletter here:

      www.cdgorri.com/newsletter
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      “Mama, tell me again. Please, Mama, tell me, tell me, tell meeee!” My voice sounded childish even to my ears. I must have been only two or three. I could almost make out my mother’s face, but it remained infuriatingly blurry. I snuggled down in my tiny bed with its pink and white quilt. My favorite rubber ducky was on the pillow next to my head, and I held my little hand sewn rag doll tightly in my chubby little hands. I loved that house. My room was pink and white, and there was always a mess of toys scattered across the floor, but Mama never seemed to mind. She and Daddy would get down on the floor with me and play princesses anytime I wanted.

      “Okay, okay. Ti amo, Maria bella, ti amo del mare alla stella!” Her soft chestnut hair tickled my face as she bent to tuck me in. I giggled. My mother smiled and kissed me several times on my cheek. I could feel her. I clutched at her with my tiny hands and breathed her in. I loved her smell, baby powder and Ivory soap and just Mama. She took my hands gently from around her neck and kissed both of them before placing them on the blanket.

      “Tell me what it means, mama! Tell me, tell me! Pleeease!”

      “I will, I will. Hush now, my baby.” She tucked in the blanket all around me and placed the statue of Mary on my nightstand, “Okay, now. You all snug, good! It means I love you, my beautiful Maria, from the sea all the way up to the stars!”

      “I love you too, mama! Up to the stars!”

      “I know, baby, I know. I love you so much! Now you must promise me that you’ll run when I tell you, Maria! Run, Maria! Run! Run! RUN!”

      Cold sweat clung to me as I sprang up in my bed. My hands tangled in my long loose hair as I struggled to turn on my bedside lamp. This was a recurring dream or nightmare or both. I guess it depends on how I’m feeling. Sometimes I was so grateful for it, and other times I’d just be so frustrated I couldn’t fall back asleep. I never understood why I couldn’t see her face. I mean I had photos of her, I know what she looked like, but in my dream, I never saw my mother’s face. But her voice, that I heard perfectly. I could hear her as clearly as if she was in the room. Her voice yelling for me to run would sometimes ring in my ears for hours. Weird, but not the weirdest thing to happen to me. I guess I should introduce myself.

      My name is Maria Graziana Kelly. People call me Grazi (grah-tzee). I am trying to make sense of everything that has happened to me over the last few months. How I became the person, I am now. A good story has a great beginning. Something that draws you in. Well, I am not trying to impress anyone. Nor am I drawing anyone into some sort of fictional world. This is real. I guess you could consider my tale a warning. There are things out there. Things you and I never dreamed existed.

      At a time like this, I always go with the classics. “There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio than are dreamt of in your philosophy.” That’s my absolute favorite Shakespeare quote. Good old Hamlet. Of course, the first time I read it I had no idea how right he was. There was a time I could lose myself in a good play or book and forget the world. Escape from all my so-called problems. You know what I mean. Family, high school, my social life or lack thereof. I should start at the beginning. Give you a little background info.

      Both of my parents are dead. My cousin is right when she calls me an orphan. Technically I am one. Mom and dad both died when I was three. I don’t remember much about them, but I try. My recurring dream about my mother started when I was about nine. It used to happen only once in a while, but it picked up in frequency as I got older. I live in a suburb in northern New Jersey with my grandmother, Nonna Rosa. It was just us for a few years. Then about eight years ago my Uncle Vito and his family came to live with us when they lost their house down the shore due to a freak hurricane. It was supposed to be temporary, but here we all are. We share a renovated Victorian house on a cul de sac. Vinyl siding, huge yard, white privacy fence, the works.

      Nonna Rosa is my maternal grandmother. I never met any of my dad’s family. I know he was Irish, that’s about it. Anyway, she came to the U.S. from a small town in Southern Italy when she was just a kid. She’s a devout Roman Catholic and has taken great pains to educate her family in the tradition of her faith. I have been in Catholic school since pre-k. The same school my mother and uncle both attended. We go to Mass every Sunday, holidays, and all of the Holy days. Our parish priest, Fr. Verrell, is a frequent presence in our house. He and Nonna often play checkers or cards. He comes to most of our holiday dinners. Not that I blame him, my grandmother can seriously cook.

      We keep Climbing Clouds in our front yard. They’re these tiny white roses that burst out all over, like clouds. The bushes surround this three-foot-high, blue and white plaster statue of the Holy Virgin Mary. My grandmother loves those roses. We keep the shrubs immaculately trimmed and weeded. There is another statue of Mary in our back-yard garden. That’s where Nonna grows rows and rows of organic vegetables, fruits, and herbs. Every spring Julianna and I, mostly I, weed and till the dark soil until Nonna tells us it is ready for planting. And every fall we bring in our modest harvest. It was almost harvest time, and there I was working away another Saturday morning.

      “You can finish this, I am so outta here,” Julianna threw down the rake and her gardening gloves on one of the benches we had set up in the yard. She stormed off without another glance. She hated yard work and gardening. She always complained about having to do the same chores as me. She's a year older than I am, a junior to my sophomore. The only thing she likes about the Catholic high school we attend is that it happens to be co-ed. Her father told her he was going to send her to an all- girl Academy when she graduated from grammar school, and she had a fit.

      I picked up her stuff and put it back in the storage shed. At least now I’d have some peace while I worked. Even though I am technically a sophomore, I placed out of American Literature and Algebra II, so I take both classes with the juniors. That means I get the joy of her company for most of my classes at school too. Sr. Diane, our principal, said if I tried hard enough, I might be able to graduate early, but I’m not sure I want to. Julianna hates that too. She either ignores me or knocks my books down when we have class together. I try and sit in the back, keep my head down, but it doesn't matter. The teachers call on me, and I answer. I don't see the point in not answering or trying to get it wrong. Some things just come easily to me.

      English Lit is my favorite class. Mrs. Theodore, my teacher, is a middle-aged woman with cat-eyed glasses like you see in fifties movies. She has short brown hair and wears a different color sweater set every day with a long khaki skirt underneath. “Pop quiz,” are her favorite words. A chorus of groans usually follows. I don’t mind, but then again, I am probably the only student who ever finishes the required reading. Anyway, pop quizzes never bothered me though I admit that teachers get pretty creepy when they announce them. One side of Mrs. Theodore’s mouth, which was usually coated in an unflattering shade of orange lipstick, tended to curve up into a mockery of a smile whenever she uttered those words. It was enough to send any student of hers running down the hall and screaming for help. Not that any resorted to that, just average looks of horror and disgust.

      That very first week of my sophomore year we had a pop quiz in English Lit. I looked at my sheet of loose leaf to avoid meeting anyone’s eyes and wrote a five-paragraph essay comparing and contrasting the Bronte sisters. Our summer reading had been Wuthering Heights and Jane Eyre. I will cop to totally loving them both. In fact, I had finished both books before the second week of summer. I completed the quiz in all of fifteen minutes. Mrs. Theodore let me go early with a pointed glare after grilling me on the benefits of taking one’s time when preparing a writing assignment. I waited for her to finish then left class and walked down the empty corridor straight to study hall. An hour later I saw Julianna at lunch. She knocked my tray over. An accident of course. Soggy pizza and milk are a pretty sorry excuse for lunch anyway. That was about as bad as one of my days could get. But that was when things were ordinary. When I was ordinary.

      It’s hard to pinpoint the exact moment when my life changed. But looking back on it, I would have to say it all started that Saturday in the backyard. Julianna had stormed off about ten minutes after starting, and I was weeding the herb garden. The sun was beating down on my shoulders, and I wished for the hundredth time I had worn a tank top that morning instead of a black t-shirt. It was, after all, September and should have been cooler. But this was one of the driest, hottest summers we had ever had. Nonna called it an “Indian summer”. Not politically correct, I know, but according to Google, it was an apt description. Every time I turned on the TV, local anchors reported on the drought and how it was affecting the entire Garden State. The price of eggplant and blueberries around the world had already skyrocketed. Nonna's prize winning tomatoes were shriveled and hard this year and I, I couldn't tell the weeds from the herbs. Everything was brittle and the same shade of pale yellowish green. Not the vibrant dark leaves I was used to. I did my best but didn’t feel like I was accomplishing much.

      "Maria, come have some iced tea, cara," Nonna called from the large wrap around porch my Uncle Vito had built himself. Seven years old and it still looked as if he had just finished laying the wood. I know this because every year I helped clean it with a power washer, sand it down, and slather it with a natural stain in the few weekends of sunshine we had after Easter and before Memorial Day. Every year I worked by my uncle’s side and listened to him grumble about the blood and sweat he put into the thing just to make his wife happy. And you guessed it, she never even sat out there. Aunt Theresa was never happy. At least never when I was around.

      I was grateful for the respite and ambled over. I took my gardening gloves off before I extended my hand to take the cool glass from Nonna’s wrinkled old one. Such strength she had in such a delicate looking hand. I’ve seen her weed, plant, clean, cook, sew, heal, nurture, and pray with those hands. She smiled at me and brushed my damp hair from my forehead. I drank the sweetened tea with its delicate hint of our homegrown mint and fresh lemon juice.

      "Where is your cousin? She helped already, si?"

      "Sure, Nonna, Julianna helped before she went to cheering," I spoke the fib with practiced ease. I usually tried to avoid confrontations and if it meant a white lie here or there to spare my grandmother then fine. Lying never sat very well with me, but confrontations were worse, and I didn’t want to fight with my cousin over some weeding.

      "No, my girl, she left you to do it alone again, huh? My poor girl, always the good one. Well, that is that. Anything we could salvage nel giardino?" She nodded towards the herbs, and I didn't have the heart to tell her we'd never get a decent harvest this year.

      "Maybe, Nonna. Let’s wait and see if it rains this weekend."

      "We can put the hose on at night. Mrs. Kelly can mind her own business, you know!"

      I hid a smile and kissed Nonna on her head. Her mostly white hair was cut short, and the springy curls brushed my cheek. I love my grandmother with all my heart. She became both mother and father to me when I lost my own parents. I love her Italian accent and the way she said my name, mah-rree-ah. She made it sound pretty. I love her food! She had to be the best cook around. Especially her Sunday sauce and homemade manicotti. I love the way she yelled out all the wrong answers while watching Jeopardy and the way she sang off-key while she cooked. It is important for you to know this because defying her was something I never thought possible.

      I mean I would do anything for her, but she was right. Mrs. Kelly, no relation, would report us to the neighborhood watch if we put on our sprinkling system or even our small gardening hose. We were in a drought and were not allowed to use our water for anything other than the necessities. Washing the car, watering the lawn or garden, even filling pools were prohibited during a drought.

      I glanced at our yard and over the fence at our neighbor’s yard. It was sad really. Lawns that were once green and lush were brown and dry around the whole county. Probably the whole state. Nonna took my glass and shooed me off to finish the weeding. I pulled my gloves back on and got back to it. The sun was unforgiving. It beat down on me in my t-shirt and jeans relentlessly. I hadn’t seen a cloud in weeks. During the next hour, I made sure the unusually tiny sections of basil, oregano, fennel, chives, rosemary, thyme and sage were weeded and the wire fence to keep animals out was secure. Yes, we get all kinds of animals in New Jersey, deer, rabbits, squirrels, cats, crows, even the occasional black bear. I never understood those jokes about the New Jersey Turnpike. I mean, yes, there are seriously industrialized parts of the state, but it is also one of the country’s leaders in many areas of farming. I lived in a suburb and only saw the turnpike when we went to the beach, which was maybe once a year. I ran my hand along the brittle leaves of a lemon verbena plant and walked to get the watering can. I used the last of the barrel of rainwater on the herbs, but it was nowhere near enough.

      Scanning the sorry rows of tomatoes, peppers, zucchini and eggplant I shook my head. Usually, this garden was bursting with life. Bright colors and poignant fragrances. Not this year. Despite all the Novenas she prayed and the statues of St. Patrick and St. Fiacre that Uncle Vito added to the garden there had been no rain for weeks. It seemed as if there would be no end to this dry, hot summer. Nonna even had Fr. Verrell over twice to bless the statues and the garden itself. That night she was going over to our Church, the Church of the Sacred Heart, for a special Mass and as usual I would accompany her. In retrospect, I can say that Nonna seemed anxious. Tense even. Early that morning I had found her hanging several bundles of sage and fennel stalks in the kitchen on her drying rack before we left. Some bunches from our garden, but more she had bought. I should have guessed something was up then. Nonna never bought anything she could grow.

      I always enjoyed going to Mass with Nonna. She kept a roll of cherry lifesavers in the huge black leather purse that she carried. After receiving Communion, she'd shove one of those sweet red candies at me. She whispered under her breath in a mixture of Latin, English and Italian. In her hands, she’d hold her ancient rope of rosary beads, made from black pearls worn smooth by years of prayer. When I was small, she would let me hold them, and as I got older, she showed me how to pray to the Virgin Mother. I was named after Mary, the Graziana part was a thank you to Mary that I was born happy and healthy. Nonna told me I should always be proud of my name. As long as I can remember, any time I even thought of Church I thought of cherry lifesavers and pearl rosary beads.

      Some of the girls at school started wearing rosary beads as an accessory the first week of school. Sr. Diane put an end to that real fast. She held all of the female students after school in the library and had us research the origins of rosary beads and why they were not to be worn as decoration. Sacrilege if she ever saw it. Julianna was one of those girls, and she was not happy that her newest accessory was off limits. I happened to enjoy the research. I had never heard the story about a twelfth-century saint, Saint Dominic, who was given the first Rosary by an apparition of the Holy Virgin Mary. It was an amazing story. I have prayed the Rosary many times with my grandmother. Repeating the devotional prayers sometimes helped me to clear my mind. Whenever I thought of my parents and how much I missed them Nonna told me to pray. She believed praying would help me through my anger and my need for answers. I wasn’t always so sure, but I tried.

      After my weeding was finished, I headed inside for a shower. There wasn't much I could do to help the garden, but maybe a few prayers would help at Church. I was a little dubious, but I’d go. I mean praying was great, though my way was a little more unorthodox. It was like mental texting, but you know not to a friend from school or anything, to God. Or more often than not, to my parents, who according to Nonna, were angels in Heaven. You know, fighting the good fight against the devil and his minions. At the time, I had no idea that she actually meant that. When I prayed it usually went like this:

      So yeah, it's me again. Idk if u have the time or anything, but if u could send a little rain this way to make Nonna happy I'd appreciate it. I miss u guys. Wish u were here, or I was there, but u know just for a visit. School is good. I got an A on my summer reading report. Btw I was looking at ur wedding photo today. I have it framed on my wall, it’s so awesome. Mom u look like a movie star with all that make-up and sequins and lace and dad ur hair was soo long and blonde. I am still trying to figure out which one of you I look like. Nonna says I look like you mom. It’s hard for me to see it tho. I wish you could answer me. I wish-, well anyway, I love you. Ttyl xoxo

      It may sound lame, but I always felt like they could hear me. I crept upstairs trying to block out the yelling coming from my aunt and uncle’s room. They had been fighting for months now. Aunt Theresa was always harping on him for one reason or another. Uncle Vito would rather be fiddling with his plants than trying to get into the Morris Garden Country Club which was just about all Aunt Theresa wanted out of life. It was a recurring fight. That and me of course. My mother was Uncle Vito’s little sister, and he always had a smile and kind word for me. Aunt Theresa, on the other hand hated me. I never really understood why, but she pretty much ignored my existence. I wish her daughters would do the same. Rebecca was only ten and she was already a brat. Julianna hated me with a burning passion. Now I just tried to ignore them, but I didn’t always feel that way. When they first moved in, I was thrilled. I thought I would finally have a best friend, but Julianna despised me from the very second, she laid her perfect blue eyes on me. I learned to hide that it hurt my feelings at a very early age.

      That evening Nonna and I went to pray the Novena the Church was holding to end the drought. I love the smell of Church, incense and candles. The stained-glass windows gleamed after having been scrubbed, and I could smell the wood polish used on the curved, solid oak pews. The Church held a fundraiser a few years ago and had all of the pews reupholstered. Every August they were cleaned with a rug cleaner. I swear I could still smell the shampoo they used on the sturdy maroon fabric even though it had been cleaned weeks ago. I made sure the kneeler was down and Nonna and I knelt and got ready for the prayers to begin. I noticed Fr. Verrell had a new priest on the altar with him. He was youngish for a priest, in his late thirties maybe. He was blonde haired and blue eyed. He didn’t speak during services, but his gaze never seemed to leave us. I thought it must be because I was the only person there under sixty. Nonna had gone rigid at the sight of him.

      “Maria, pass me the prayer book,” I did as she asked, but wondered why she needed one. Nonna knew the Rosary by heart. She never missed a Mass or prayer service. I watched her as she refused to make eye contact with the altar. I had never seen her like this. She spent the rest of Mass purposely ignoring the new priest. Now, normally she’d seek out new members of the clergy and introduce herself and invite them over for a Sunday dinner, but not this time. After Mass ended, she grabbed my hand and pulled me outside to wait for Uncle Vito. We didn’t even wait in line to speak to Fr. Verrell. I shrugged; she must be really worried about the damage the drought was doing to the garden. I didn’t know any better yet.
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      The next Monday started like any other Monday except it was hot. Super hot. Sweat was trickling down my back between my white cotton sports bra and the hideous synthetic uniform we all wore to school. The boys got to wear khaki pants and white or yellow golf shirts. Not too bad, right? The girls had to wear stiff white Oxford blouses tucked into a brown and yellow plaid skirt and a brown snap tie. Knee high brown socks and penny loafers completed this fashion disaster. Sr. Diane actually took a ruler out some days to check the hemline of our skirts. No more than one inch above the knee was tolerated. For many girls that meant a trip to the ladies’ room to unroll their skirts, and for the rest, they had to tear out their too short hemlines and spend the morning in home economics to re-sew them. I never had this problem of course. My hemline came just past my knees, and I could care less. No one here noticed me anyway. Except for Julianna, and believe me, I could do without the notice.

      Fourth period that day was Phys. Ed. Oh joy, oh rapture. Because they shifted my classes around so I could take English and Math with the juniors that meant I also had Phys. Ed. with them. I freely admit a complete lack of coordination and a general unease at the thought of all things sports-like. Let’s just say that when it came to our high school physical education class, I was in my least comfort zone. The locker room was the worst. Especially when Julianna and the cheering squad came in. When they got changed, they weren't like the rest of us hurrying into our even more hideous gym uniforms. Ill-fitting brown shorts that again came to our knees and white t-shirts that were so cheap they were see through. The school logo was printed in brown across our chests. The logo was supposed to be a Zephyr, you know like a whirlwind, but it just looked like a splatter of mud.

      So, there I was about to change into my mud shirt and shorts, possibly the most unbecoming outfit of all time, when I looked up to see the cheerleaders. Julianna was cheer captain. Quite an achievement for a junior, usually the position was reserved for a senior. The whole team was converged on the other side of the row of faded pink lockers. They wore matching hot pink and green leopard printed bras and practically nonexistent underwear. A bunch of them were pointing and laughing at the girl next to me.

      Angela Tanner. She was a junior like them, but not like them. That was the point. Unlike her perfectly highlighted, tanned and size zero classmates, Angela’s skin was so pale you could see her blue veins running through her arms and legs, except for the spots covered by orange freckles. They matched the short spiral curls that shot up all over her head. She was also a girl who appreciated food. Now when it came to eating, I was not a slacker, I just never seemed to gain a pound. Angela would have been a total bombshell in the fifties, like a Betty Grable or Virginia Mayo, but nowadays starvation seemed to be all the rage. To Julianna and her cronies being anything over a hundred and fifteen pounds was the equivalent of being a leper. I had only spoken to Angela a few times, but she was a nice girl. She wrote for the school e-newspaper and took photos for the yearbook. Her dad was super rich, but she was down to earth. Sometimes we rode the bus together.

      “Hey Angela, where do you get like panties that big? You shop at that fatty store, don’t you? You know the one, Julianna, the old lady one that like my granny shops at?!” Jennifer, a petite blonde clone of my cousin’s, high-fived another girl and laughed as Angela struggled to get her shorts and shirt on before turning her back to grab her sneakers. Her face was bright pink with humiliation.

      “Hey, Angela need-to-get Tanner! We’re talking to you!” Julianna laughed again and continued getting dressed. Angela kept her head down and ignored the bitchy comments the cheerleaders made. I tried not to notice as a tear rolled down her cheek. It made my stomach turn. I shot my cousin a dirty look which only caused her to focus on me. Normally, I wouldn't have drawn attention to myself. But I was not feeling great that day. It was just so hot, and I must have been getting ready for that time. Seeing them pick on Angela just rubbed me the wrong way.

      “Knock it off, Julianna.” I looked over while still in my sports bra and a pair of plain white boy-shorts.

      "OMG ladies, do you see this? Hey freak, where did you get the boy’s underwear? From a real boy? I didn’t know you, like, knew any." More pointing and laughing. This time at me, as they donned their shorts and shirts, they rolled them up and tucked them in until they actually looked good. Damn it.

      "Leave me alone, clones," I said and turned to quickly get into my shorts and shirt. I tied my ancient Nikes and ignored them as, long limbed and golden tanned, the cheerleaders swept past me in a cloud of cotton candy perfume and makeup.

      "Yeah right! Next time keep out of our business. Oops!" Julianna walked past and knocked my bottled water under a locker. More snickering followed my cousin’s latest display of teen bullying. Bravo to you Jules, you really take the cake.

      "I have an extra," Angela held a bottle of spring water out to me though she couldn't quite meet my eyes.

      "Thanks, and uh, I'm sorry about my cousin. You know what they say, you can’t pick family.”

      “True.” She shrugged her shoulders and pulled her wayward curls back in a glittery yellow headband.

      “Anyway, she's just a little bit full of herself.”

      "Yeah, we'll if I looked like her, I'd be full of myself too. You know where my mom sent me this summer? To fat camp! That’s right, six weeks of dieting and exercising and, know what? I lost three pounds. Yup, that’s right, three whole pounds. Mom was devastated of course, but it’s not my fault. I have a hormonal imbalance, and it is really hard for me to lose the weight. They told me not to eat carbs! Don’t eat carbs? I’m sixteen, of course, I want to eat freaking carbs!" Angela sighed and attempted to tuck her cell phone into her pocket, but it was a hopeless endeavor. She threw it in her locker and slammed the door.

      "She’s not perfect, you know. That’s the benefit of being related to her. I know stuff. You know she'd kill me if I told anyone this but when she was in seventh grade, she was a hundred and sixty pounds and had acne. Like bad acne." I held up my hands to show the monster sized pimples Julianna had had all over her face and back.

      “I’d love to get my hands on any pictures you have! For the yearbook! LOL” We both laughed. I guess having a common enemy does make friends out of strangers.

      Because the weather was good albeit hot, we were going outside for class. We started running laps around the track that circled the new turf soccer field. Coach Vinnie timed us on his old digital stopwatch. He wore his usual royal blue matching running suit sans jacket and white golf shirt. Huge rings of sweat circled his armpits and chest. He kept chugging from an orange Gatorade bottle. I couldn’t blame him, it was hot. Angela and I stayed to the back of the group, away from the star athletes and cheerleaders. My eyes kept flashing ahead though. To him. Sebastian De La Cruz, starting forward of the SHPS Zephyrs Soccer Team, state champs three years running, was leading the pack. Julianna was running close behind him. She was doing it mostly to get a look at his butt. She’d been hinting all summer that this year he’d be taking her to prom. In her world, the star cheerleader belonged with the star athlete. At our school that meant Sebastian or Sebby, as he was commonly known, and Julianna.

      Sebastian was just about the most perfect boy I had ever seen. He was pretty tall, about five-foot eleven, which was even tall for me and I’m five-foot nine. Lean and muscular, a true soccer player’s build. He must have been outdoors a lot during the summer because his clear skin was a gorgeous golden tan. His black hair was cut short and he ran with effortless grace. He was beautiful to watch. I had to agree with Julianna there. But he was far out of my league. I knew I’d never win a beauty contest and I was more likely to read a book than put on make-up and style my hair. I couldn’t help it, nothing I did would change how I looked anyway. I was almost sixteen, but I looked about three years younger. My dark brown hair hung down my back in a single braid and my eyes were a boring brown. I was too tall to be cute and too bony to be really attractive, so I didn’t try.

      Sebastian held the lead with a few of his soccer buddies. Mike was shorter and stockier than Sebby. He had wavy blonde hair and freckles. He was a tough player; he held all sorts of goalie records in the state. Tyler was tall, dark haired and not very cute. He had a big nose and an acne problem, but girls still drooled over him. Probably because he hung around with Sebby. Julianna, Lizette, Jennifer and a couple of other cheerleaders would intermittently jog up to them then they would stop to stretch. Although who really needed to stretch every fifteen minutes while jogging laps? It was really just an excuse to stick out their chests in their push up bras and bend over to show off their legs and such. Whatever. Way to be subtle, ladies.

      In the middle of my third lap, my head started pounding. The trees around the new turf field started blending into one another. The sun was so bright I couldn’t look at the sky. I blinked several times, trying to clear my line of vision, but it was as if I could only focus on the most minuscule thing. Like the tiny pieces of rubber turf dotting the track or the piece of blue lint sticking to my shoelace. I blinked again and shook my head a little. The temperature was rising. I could feel my uniform clinging to me and my throat closing in. I tried to suck in more of the dry air, but it was as if the heat was pressing in on me. I slowed down and doubled over, struck by a cramp. My stomach was turning in on itself. I felt my heart pounding away inside of me. Thump, thump, thump. I had never felt such intense pain. As if my insides were trying to claw their way out.

      "Ms. Kelly? Come on, on your feet, kiddo. Kelly? Hey!" Coach Vinnie yelled, but I couldn't move. He blew his whistle, and I could feel everyone look at me. I could hear their whispers, but I couldn’t make a sound. Like I was trapped in my own personal bubble of heat and pain.

      "Omg what a freak!"

      "Hey girl, that's your cousin, right?"

      "So, what, it's not like we're like friends or anything." I could hear Julianna’s stiff reply.

      “Don’t you, like have to live with her? It’s so good of your mom and dad to let her live with you!”

      “Yeah well, uh, my dad’s a bleeding heart. Not my choice, believe me.” I knew how being related to me wasn’t something she openly shared. Must have ticked her off that someone put it all together. Right then I didn’t really care, my stomach was in a vice grip.

      "What's the matter with her? You know, besides the obvious.”

      "Little Orphan Annie, is trying to get sympathy points I guess, jeez Jules. She is such a loser.”

      “Yeah, you’re so right, Jen! She is so jealous of you, Jules, look at her trying to get pity points or whatever.”

      “Ugh. Whatever.” Julianna said through clenched teeth, I could feel her eyeing me with disgust.

      "Ms. Kelly, you okay," Coach Vinnie was next to me trying to get me up. I couldn’t move, I was in the grips of a pain I had never felt. "You're burning up. She’s burning up gang, back up a few steps, please. Move it! Julianna, come here, this is your cousin, right?” He didn’t wait for a reply which was a good thing, she might have denied it. “Listen up, I want you to go get the nurse. Tell her to come here right away and you might want to call home."

      “Um, yeah I would, but-”

      “I’ll go,” I think it was Tyler and he ran inside to alert Nurse Carol.

      Their voices sounded foggy and unclear, as if I were underwater. I vaguely recall the nurse coming and taking my temperature. Someone poured water into my mouth. It was cold, it felt wonderful going down my burning throat. Strong, gentle hands helped me to my feet. My legs shook beneath me. Someone prompted me to walk. I recognized Angela on one side of me. She held my arm and looked worried. I stumbled as another cramp hit me. Someone else slid an arm around me. I inhaled; it was pleasant. Sebastian. His strong arm held me upright. The two of them walked me to the nurse’s office. They helped me lay down on the tan pleather chaise. Sebastian waited while Angela fetched a cool washcloth for my head. I could smell the fresh laundry scent of him even as I clutched my stomach. I knew I would be mortified the next time I saw him, but right then I didn’t care. It was all I could do not to be sick all over the floor in front of him.

      “Hey, you’re gonna be ok,” he said with a quiet strength that comforted me. Angela returned and placed the washcloth on my forehead. It felt wonderful. Nurse Carol, a short, stocky woman in her mid-fifties with gray streaked blonde hair and a no-nonsense attitude, soon shooed them off to class.

      “Ms. Kelly, I’ve called your house and your grandmother said your uncle is on his way, okay? Just hang in there, honey.” Her voice was calm, but I could tell by the sound of her voice she was worried. Clearly, she had no idea what was wrong with me. I heard her whispering into the phone from the hallway. “Well, yes, she is burning up, but she also appears to have pain in her abdomen. No, not appendicitis. It’s more centered. Yes, ok. No, her parents are deceased, no I’ll tell her grandmother, ok. Thank you.” By the time my uncle came to get me the pain in my stomach had started to fade. I still felt feverish and I could hardly move. I felt so tired. Used up. Like I had run thirty miles instead of three little laps.

      "Hey kiddo, you okay?" Uncle Vito asked as we drove home in his pick-up truck. I nodded and laid back; eyes closed. When they were open it was like I could see every microscopic detail in front of me. A bead of sweat on my uncle’s brow, a speck of dirt on the car mat that was actually a dead bug, a piece of a fry he must have eaten for lunch stuck between his teeth. It was all too much. I closed my eyes to get away from it, but the noise. Ouch. Uncle Vito had loads of gardening tools in the back, they clanged around as he drove. I tried to keep my breaths shallow, but the noise was intense. I could smell everything also. Soil, grass, fertilizer, coffee, hand sanitizer, my uncle’s aftershave. Not bad smells. Familiar and even pleasant somehow. But they were strong.

      Uncle Vito was a big guy, tall and good looking. His dark hair was streaked with some gray and his brown eyes always twinkled with mischief. He was forever pulling gags like tugging Nonna’s apron strings open while she cooked dinner or hiding behind the door to scare Rebecca when she came down the stairs. Stuff like that. Stuff that Julianna and Aunt Theresa no longer seemed to appreciate. His landscaping business was taking some hard hits with this drought, and I felt bad for him. I was determined not to be a burden. I could already feel the guilt Aunt Theresa would heap on me for making my uncle miss a job to come and get me. Not that she could miss her weekly hair appointment to get me herself. Before we pulled into the driveway, I could see Nonna. She waited for me with a glass in her hand. Her medicinal tea already iced and in my favorite tall blue glass. Her special blend of tea and herbs to make me feel better no matter what ailed me. I knew it would be sweet with honey and a little lemon. To brighten it, she always said. I asked her how to make it every once in a while, but she always waved me away. One day she would leave me all her recipes, she promised.

      "Cara Mia, how are you feeling? Okay now?" The anxiety on her face a stark contrast with her usual quiet reassurance.

      "I'm fine Nonna, I just have some cramps, and I think maybe a little fever." I took a sip of the iced tea and walked inside. I knew she would make me finish it all before I could go to my room, so I sat down at the kitchen table and forced myself to drink it. The sweet familiar taste I expected was bitter and hard to swallow. I gagged a little only to be met with a cross stare from Nonna. She pointed at the cup, an indication for me to drink and continued talking to Uncle Vito in quick southern Italian dialect. I knew he was anxious to leave. Aunt Theresa would be back soon, and he'd rather be gone. I didn’t blame him.

      "Thanks, Uncle Vito," He rubbed my head and said goodbye. He wasn't very demonstrative in his affections. A good pat on the head was like a declaration of love from him. I smiled.

      "No problem, kiddo, just feel better," he smiled back at me and turned to put his worn-out Yankees cap on his head. He kissed his mother on the cheek and hurried out the door.

      "Okay now, you finish your tea. Maria, drink it all. No wasting time. Please, cara."

      It was the please that did it. Nonna rarely used that word. She didn't have to. She was the best cook in the whole state. There wasn't a drink or dish anyone wouldn’t gladly finish and ask for more. Maybe it was the fever, but for the first time I couldn't swallow another drop.

      "Sure, I'm going to finish it." Another white lie for me to confess to Fr. Verrell next week.

      "Good girl.”

      I watched as she walked to the stove stirring the big pot of what smelled like her famous chicken soup. She used fresh organic chicken breast, sweet onions, celery and fresh plump carrots. I could smell dill and parsley and the familiar olive oil she used in everything. It gave it flavor, she always said. I waited for her to start singing. Frank Sinatra this time, he was one of her favorites. Fly me to the moon.

      It's not often I disobey Nonna, but I couldn't force another swallow of that tea down. I poured it in the small potted house plant that sat in its customary spot in the center of the scarred oak table. That table had been in my Nonna's kitchen since she moved here in the 1970s with my grandfather. He passed away years ago, I knew he built this table and she loved it.

      "I'm gonna go upstairs and lay down. Thanks, Nonna," I said and hurried out of the room after placing my cup in the sink. I was a terrible liar. I knew she would sniff it out of me in a second if she asked me if I finished my tea again.

      My head started to pound as I took the stairs slowly up to my room. My room used to be the attic and I had the whole floor to myself. Uncle Vito put in a large bay window and window seat overlooking the backyard. It helped me not to feel cramped. I had adequate space even though the ceiling sloped on one side. I was able to fit a small futon that served as a couch and bed for a guest and a full-sized bed for myself. Uncle Vito and I painted the walls a pale buttercup yellow and the ceiling was white. The colors helped make the room look bigger. Julianna and Rebecca shared a room and I was sincerely grateful for my own space. I had my own bathroom, complete with a full-size tub, rubber duck printed shower curtain and rug. I liked rubber ducks.

      I have a collection of rubber ducks on an old wooden shelf in the corner of my room. My mom started it for me when I was a baby. I have football ducks, rock star ducks, ducks painted like dragons and fairies. Even the quilt on my bed had rubber ducks all over it. I didn't remember much about my parents, but I kept every duck they ever gave me. A small pink one was my favorite. My mom got it for me the day she found out she was going to have a little girl. Since then it’s been a little tradition in the family. Every Christmas I get a duck in my stocking, every Easter one in my basket and last year for my birthday Nonna made me a cake in the shape of a giant rubber duck. Yellow buttercream and all. But that day my little ducks gave me no comfort.

      I went straight to the air conditioner the minute I closed my door. It was on full blast, but I couldn't feel it at all. I peeled off my sweaty gym clothes and worked the shower till I stood under a sharp spray of cold water. Some minutes later, I’m not sure how many, I got out of the shower and put on my cotton bathrobe. I didn’t even run a brush through my hair, I had no energy. Zero. Zip. I collapsed on my bed without turning the covers down or changing into pajamas.

      That night as I slept, I had the dream again. My mother was still fuzzy. I couldn’t make out her face or her body. Only her hair when it tickled my cheek and her scent was clear to me. I wanted to reach up and hold her, but my arms were too heavy. I couldn’t move them no matter how hard I tried. I started to call out, but it was as if my voice wouldn’t work. My mind screamed for her to stay, to help me, but I couldn’t make a sound. The next morning, I woke up to her shouting the same phrase at me over and over, “Run Maria, run! Run!” I felt completely unrefreshed and unsettled when I stumbled into my bathroom. On top of that, I was late. I looked at my haggard reflection and quickly washed my face and brushed my teeth. What the heck? How did I get leaves in my hair? I looked around and saw the window was open, no wonder it was so hot. I shut the window and hastily dressed. I could still make the school bus, but I had to skip breakfast which stunk because I was starving.

      "Late today aren't you," Aunt Theresa said as she looked me up and down. My uniform shirt was wrinkled and untucked, and my socks were slouched around my ankles. I knew Julianna would be crisp and perfect, but what can I say. We had serious differences about what was important in life.

      "You really don't care what people think of this family do you, Maria Graziana? Your poor uncle being dragged off of work to get you and you can't even brush your hair. I doubt you were even sick. You’re never sick. Not even when we all had the flu last year. Just grasping for attention! You are spoiled rotten." My aunt’s eyes raked over me, and I cringed. I knew how she saw me, and she wasn't wrong. I haven’t been sick since I was a little girl and I never tried hard with my appearance. What for? One look at my cousin as she appeared in the doorway and I knew it would never make a difference anyway. Julianna's hair was done in an intricate waterfall braid with perfect wisps framing her peaches and cream complexion. Her baby doll blue eyes were outlined with brown eyeliner and mascara and her pouty mouth glossed over in the faintest of pinks. Minimal makeup was allowed at our school, though some girls did go overboard. Not Julianna. She had personal appearance down to an art. Kudos to you, cuz.

      My own hair was in a low ponytail and hung down my back since I didn't have time to do anything more than brush it. As for my complexion, it was clear and tanned from my time in the garden and maybe a little oily since I couldn't seem to stop sweating. No make-up though. Not now and probably not ever since I had no idea how to apply it. Julianna's hair was about a dozen different colors from brown to pale blonde. She had it highlighted every eight weeks. It was quite pretty. Even her little sister Rebecca was beginning to show what a beauty she would be. Big blue eyes like her sister and curly light brown hair. Of course, my hair was a dull dark brown, and wavy which meant it never curled or straightened completely. It was also too long. When I let it loose, it fell past my waist. Nonna wasn’t one of those older women into getting her hair done every week. In fact, she hardly noticed her hair and got it cut at the same barber who cut my grandfather’s hair once a month. When I was little, I would wait to be asked to join my cousins and aunt on one of their salon trips, but I never was. It hurt me then.

      Nowadays Aunt Theresa told me I should cut my hair almost constantly. Maybe that’s why I refused to. I didn’t have the time or the inclination that morning to care about the vast difference in beauty between my cousin and me. We had a test in Lit and I was sure I wouldn't do well since I slept all the previous day and didn't even start my homework. Crap. I hated that. Hated being unprepared.

      "Good morning Aunt Theresa," was all I had said before Nonna walked in.

      "Maria, you don't go to school today, you were sick yesterday, remember?" Her housedress was streaked with dirt where she rubbed her fingers after picking something from the garden. She held purple flowers with dark green leaves and a piece of root in her hands. I didn't recognize any of it. Weird, considering I had worked the garden since I could hold a trowel.

      "I have to, Nonna, I have a test today," I kissed her cheek and headed out the door. Julianna was there already and promptly ignored me as we took seats on opposite sides of the bus. I found Angela on the bus and sat down next to her. I opened my school bag to take a sip from my water bottle only to find Nonna had replaced my usual iced water with that weird tea from yesterday. I choked down the gulp I took and quickly closed the cap. I’d throw it out at school.

      "Hey girl, so, how are you? I was worried after you keeled over like that in gym yesterday." Angela moved her backpack off the seat next to her and I slumped into the chair. Today she had a big purple headband holding her bright orange curls at bay. It was cute in a fairy-punk sort of way.

      "Yeah, that was weird. I don’t know, I like slept for ten hours, but I'm fine now." I shrugged.

      “Really? Wow! When I’m sick, it takes me days to recover!” I listened to Angela go on about her latest bout with seasonal allergies and tried to ignore the giggling coming from Julianna and her friends.

      "Hey Maria," said Lizette, a short dark-haired version of my cousin, complete with waterfall braid and perfectly applied make-up. "You should like buy some Midol for those super cramps of yours. That is if you’re old enough to get your period. You do know what that is, sweetie, don’t you?"

      "Sure, she gets her period, just started last week in fact."

      "Well, maybe she forgot how to be a girl under those guy clothes she wears," more laughter.

      “Hey Grazi, where do you get your underwear? My little brother wants to know!”

      I wanted to disappear. My cousin was such a jerk. Julianna knew that I had only gotten my period the previous summer. Three years after she had hers. Apparently, she thought it was cool to blab about it to her clones. My head started pounding, and I closed my eyes. I could hear my heart beat, perspiration was beading on my forehead. I took a tissue out of my backpack and wiped it quickly. Trying to ignore the sounds behind me. Angela gave me a sympathetic smile but ducked her head and pretended to read something on her cellphone before anyone could see her. I couldn’t blame her. She was being harassed enough on her own. The cheerleading squad was the Sacred Heart Preparatory School’s own personal torture squad. Their job was to flaunt themselves and their physical perfection in front of us lesser mortals, to berate, humiliate, and embarrass us. So basically, they were designed to just make us all sick. Julianna discussing my personal life shouldn’t have surprised me, but still it hurt.

      I was sensitive about my lack of development. Even Rebecca, who was barely eleven, was starting to wear training bras. Nonna took me to the pediatrician after my fourteenth birthday came and went and still no period. He said I was fine. A picture of health. In fact, he attributed my late menstruation to the fact that unlike most children I was raised on a mostly organic diet since birth. Especially meats and dairy. He said that the hormones in regular products caused the early onset of menstruation and physical development in most young girls these days and that I was not abnormal at all. My mom always bought organic and after I had moved in with Nonna, she did too.

      Aunt Theresa liked to cook her own food and she didn't believe in it. She thought Nonna was just spoiling me. After I turned fifteen my menstrual cycle started and, seriously, a year has passed, and I still don’t see what the rush is. I could have gone a few more years without it. I mean who the heck wants to start their cycle anyway? I understand it is necessary for the propagation of the species, but it is uncomfortable if not downright painful. Cramps, bloating, mood swings, ugh. Having your period sucks. I can only imagine what childbirth will be like if this is the precursor to it. Nonna said that was why we’re the stronger sex because if men had to do it, they simply wouldn’t.

      "Jeez," Angela said and peeked over at my cousin, "How can you stand living with her?"

      "No choice."

      “Yeah well, at least she’ll be gone in two years, right? College.”

      “Yeah, college.” Not very likely. Julianna had other aspirations. She was determined to be the next Teen Idol. Rumor had it the show was headed to New Jersey for auditions in a few years. Her big chance. Go, Julianna! Seriously, go.

      As soon as I got through homeroom, I headed for the cafeteria. My stomach was rumbling loudly, and I was more than a little embarrassed. Especially after the whole period thing on the bus. I got on the small line and chose a bowl of oatmeal, an organic banana, and because I hadn't had any dinner the night before I swiped a side of Cherry Blossom Farms organic turkey bacon too. I felt better after the bacon and managed to get through the rest of my day.
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      The week went by quickly after that. I didn't do as bad as I thought on my Lit test. In fact, I aced it. I have a knack for essay questions. Even if I don't really know the answer, I have a way of writing that my teachers seem to like. I just tell them what I do know, and they go for it. Mrs. Theodore is harder than most to get over on, but she couldn’t find error with my work. I was really relieved. I needed to keep my grades up to get into a good college and earn a scholarship. It was important to me, the idea that I would go to a good school, one that was far away, get a degree, a good job and live a happy and productive life.

      By Friday morning the heat had become just about unbearable. I spent hours after school the day before weeding our garden and trying to give what little water we were allowed to the herbs and plants that were most likely to benefit from it. I felt guilty for the long shower I had when I was feeling ill the other day. After dinner that night I stacked lawn and leaf bags full of dry brittle debris from the yard onto the curb for pick up. It was becoming clearer that the entire tri-state area was suffering from this drought.

      The state government was trying to get approved to airlift water from neighboring states to the more important fields of corn and grain that were as of now burning in the brutal sun day after day with no relief in sight. In our hometown, local carwashes were forced to close, and people were tense as supermarket prices continued to rise on veggies and fruits. As usual half of the air conditioning at school wasn’t working and they gave us a “dress down” day. That usually meant jeans and t-shirts, but for Julianna and the cheering clones it meant summer dresses with crisscross backs and little button up short sleeve cardigans since spaghetti straps were off limits. And of course, the hairstyle of the day was a fishtail braid turned up into a clip with clever little wisps around the face. My hair was in a messy bun on top of my head and I had on my usual Levi’s and a t-shirt that said "Go Green" with a picture of Yoda on the back.

      I walked into the school library and expected to see Sister Marcia. She was about ninety years old, a sister of Charity, and the school librarian. Instead of the familiar white and gray habited nun sitting in her old leather chair with her traditional steaming mug of tea, a slight blonde woman in a beige tank dress was in her place. She was almost painfully thin with large gray eyes and a small unsmiling mouth. She was unpacking a box of books.

      "Um, hi," The woman gasped and dropped the box cutter she was using.

      "Ooh, you scared me," She looked at me and smiled, a small frightened looking smile and I felt bad immediately. She was so small she looked as if she'd fall over if I even breathed on her.

      "Oh, I'm sorry. I’m Grazi Kelly, I usually help Sr. Marcia with the library books during this period."

      "Oh yes, she left me a note about you. Maria Graziana, right? Well um, hello, I'm Ms. Vorax. I'm filling in this marking period for Sr. Marcia. She’s having hip replacement surgery. It's so nice to meet you, I understand you are earning your service points for Confirmation by helping out in here, is that right?" I shook the small, fragile hand. I didn’t mean to stare, but I couldn’t help it. I felt like I recognized her.

      “Yeah, I mean I’d help anyway, but we are required to perform twenty-five community service hours in order to meet our requirement to make Confirmation in the spring. Oh, I have a sheet here you are supposed to sign for me whenever I come in.” I handed her the sheet. She nodded and took out a pen. She wrote her name in careful and precise letters. She reminded me of when my cousin, Rebecca, first learned how to write in script. As if she just learned too, silly of me, I guess.

      “I’m sorry, but you look familiar, did you sub here before?”

      “Um no, no I haven’t.” Her hands shook as she reached for the box cutter again. Then it hit me. The big eyes, the nervous expression, I knew where I had seen her. Her face was plastered on the news the second half of the summer! She was the sole survivor of a horrible camping disaster that happened over the summer.

      Two hikers got lost on the Kittatinny Range, a pretty popular Appalachian trail that crosses the Delaware River. They were missing for over ten days during one of the summer’s heat waves. Temperatures were over 100 degrees for days. People speculated the pair got lost in one of the bogs or fell off a steep, rocky pitch somewhere. It was later reported their camp was attacked by some kind of black or brown bear. Ms. Vorax survived, but her companion was apparently killed and eaten by the animal in a gruesome attack.

      I didn’t know what to do, or what to say so I just put down my school bag and started helping her go through the box. We worked quietly for a few minutes then students started coming in. Ms. Vorax kept her head down and when a freshman boy came in with a question, she was forced to face the students.

      “Hi, Can you help me with this? I’m supposed to get information on the Revolutionary War that comes from an actual book?” John Kercheck, the freshman, looked at the teacher, then he started waving his hand around like a complete idiot. "Oooh, Ooh, I know you! Wow! Yeah, you’re that lady! The survivor from the Sunfish Pond bear attack!" Ms. Vorax stopped and looked down panic quickly spreading over her. I couldn’t believe his complete lack of manners and disregard for her feelings.

      “Hey John, you want that section right there. Non-fiction, history, it’s separated by country then by year. Thanks.” I pushed him along and stood guard over the new librarian. Most students had their own laptops, so they didn’t need much help. But for the ones that did, I fielded questions and helped the new freshman learn how to use the library system and the one computer we had in the corner.

      "I'm sorry you had to be put through that. You probably don't like to talk about it.” I didn’t look directly at her as I spoke, sometimes it’s just easier to say things that way.

      "Oh my goodness, I have got to get it together. Thank you so much, Maria. I just wasn’t expecting- I mean you're right I don't. I don't mean to be rude, but I lost one of my best friends. It was horrible losing her like that, you can’t imagine. The violence, the blood, I’m sorry, Maria, I can’t talk about it."

      “No, it’s okay. I mean, I understand. Please call me, Grazi.” The tears in her eyes made me ashamed of that dopey freshman. I couldn't imagine having such a terrible experience and I was almost glad I had no close friends to lose. Almost. I turned my head to give her a minute to pull herself together. She used a tissue to blot under her large gray eyes and pasted a bright smile on her face. It was fake, but I wasn’t going to call her on it. She’d been through enough. The reporters harassed her through her rescue and recovery in the hospital, I figured she earned her privacy.

      "Okay Grazi, why don't you start shelving these books? I already entered them in the library database, and I will finish opening these boxes, okay?"

      "Sure." I smiled at her and headed toward the stack of new books. We worked in companionable silence for the next forty minutes. I was more interested in the selection I was shelving than in talking anyway. Several books on the history of the Catholic Church, patron saints and where they lived, religion and war, a history of popes. One book grabbed my interest. It wasn’t new like the others. It was big, leather bound, its pages edged in gold. I glanced at the title, Mysticism, Legends, and Folk Tales: A History. No author listed. I was sure Sr. Marcia would have never let that book through the door much less put it on a shelf. I was super curious.

      "No, no, not that one. That’s personal research, um, for my thesis," Ms. Vorax moved with more speed and strength than I would have given her slight frame credit for. She took the heavy book from my hands. It disappeared under the desk. I’ll admit I didn't think about it again. I took it as she said, it was for her own research project, not school property, and therefore, not my business. Besides, I felt bad that the horror story that happened to her over the summer had been thrown up in her face on her very first day at work. I felt embarrassed and a little protective. In any case, I just wanted to finish shelving the books in silence.

      I never had to worry about tripping over my tongue with Sr. Marcia. It was kind of exhausting doing so now. I should probably send her a get-well card. I distracted myself with thoughts of my old librarian. I missed her off-key humming. She would constantly hum Church hymns while we worked. It left little room for chit chat. Sometimes she would ask after my grandmother and family and sometimes she brought up things my mother did when she attended this very same school. But that was as far as it went with Sr. Marcia.

      I missed her today and realized I appreciated the boundaries the older nun had set up between herself and the students. I looked over at the tiny and fragile Ms. Vorax and wondered how soon before the rest of the school found out who she was. As
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