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Before she can rest in peace, Charlotte Usher must return to the tragic site of her death: High School.


On the brink of Dead Ed graduation, Charlotte and her fellow classmates learn they have one last mission to complete before gaining entrance to the much-anticipated afterlife: Observe one designated teen with an unexplained problem and help said-troubled teen by Prom.


For the life of her, Charlotte can’t imagine why she has been assigned to help Damen, last year’s Homecoming King and her former fatal crush. To make matters worse, her boyfriend Eric is sent to look after her best (breathing) friend Scarlet, who has since ditched her goth girl image for a girlier look that turns more heads than just her boyfriend Damen’s.


Charlotte would die (again) for love. But when her only chance at an afterlife means having to face the dreaded, all-too-familiar pains of being invisible, it may be too much for her to handle.




Tonya Hurley made her debut with ghostgirl, which was an instant New York Times bestseller. Her credits span all platforms of teen entertainment: creating, writing, and producing two hit TV series; writing and directing several acclaimed independent films; and developing a groundbreaking collection of video games. Ms. Hurley lives in New York with her husband and daughter. Visit her award-winning website at www.ghostgirl.com.
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Memento mori.
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Some people live their lives as if each day will be their last. Some approach love the same way, in a desperate attempt to outrun the tiny changes or huge ones that are always looming on each of our horizons. But the sense of urgency that comes from wanting to experience life and love to the fullest can force decisions that are not always in your best interests or anyone else’s, for that matter. In fact, sometimes facing the consequences of your choices can be even worse than death. You may live only once, but you don’t necessarily want it to feel like forever.








 


Scarlet Kensington knew what she was in for when she walked through the doors of Hawthorne High and was quickly overpowered by a sickly sweet floral aroma — the kind you smell only in a hospital room or funeral home.


“Valentine’s Day,” she sighed, partly from relief, partly from dread.


As she made her way to her locker, she couldn’t escape the eye-watering aroma wafting from the cafeteria-tables-turned-makeshift-flower-markets, stationed like military checkpoints in every single hallway, alcove, and orifice. Students were selling “love” by the bunch. The fact that the flower sale was a fund-raiser only barely made it okay.


The girls were lined up buying the white roses, to give to their friends, and the guys were buying up the pink, mostly so they wouldn’t convey too much to the recipients, or more importantly to their “bros.” They were more or less decoy roses for their on-the-down-low red ones. That was, unless they were lifers like a bunch of the business-track kids were — red roses sort of went hand-in-hand with school rings and pre-engagement pendants.


Valentine’s had become more a season than a day, it seemed. Like Christmas and Halloween, it started earlier and earlier every year. In the past, Scarlet preferred to downplay it, viewing it as another irritating and overblown marketing ploy. She and her boyfriend, Damen, didn’t need a prescribed day to declare their affection and exchange cards or candy, she had always thought.


Still, her feelings about it had softened lately. Even the scent of cheap flowers was slightly less offensive to her this year. It was a sweet tradition, after all, and, begrudgingly, she’d come to see the value in it. She was even smarting, ever so slightly, from the fact that Damen wouldn’t be coming home from college to be with her, but this year Scarlet had another reason to partake in the lovefest.


Still, after a long day of seeing girls either scream with delight, huddle with their friends in giggle fits, or cry in the bathroom, Scarlet was ready for last period. She dumped her things in her locker and grabbed her anatomy textbook just as the bell rang. She headed to class, and because everyone was in a frenzy to purchase roses, she was one of the first to arrive. In the lab room, the floral smell, now mixed with formaldehyde, was nothing short of nauseating.


Her teacher, Mrs. Blanch, was pulling wet, dead cats from plastic bags, hence the smell of Valentine’s Day dissected. Mrs. Blanch looked like a cat herself, with her dark eyeliner, pulled face, and salt-and-pepper beehive hairstyle. It was sort of like the way some people look like their dogs, Scarlet guessed. Science teachers sometimes resembled their experiments.


As class began, and Scarlet stared at the preservative-slick coats and long, uncertain incisions on the felines, all she could think of was how dead the cats really were, and yet they were still there. Present. She didn’t think that the dissection thing was gross or even creepy necessarily, but it did seem undignified, especially considering this crew of rocket surgeons pre paring to dig in. Who could forget the time Freddy Kunkle was suspended for eating a dead kitty kidney on a dare? So much for higher learning. And dead cats.


The band horn section was outside practicing “Lose Yourself in Me,” by My Bloody Valentine, and provided just enough distraction and inspiration for Scarlet as she tuned out the junior varsity veterinarians and sat by the window doodling song lyrics in her notebook. She pretended to analyze the cat innards, poking at them like brussels sprouts whenever Mrs. Blanch was looking, and then returned to her notebook to jot down not scientific observations, but verses. The bell rang and she was first out and first in line at the flower table just outside the classroom.


She stopped and spent a few moments looking over the amateurish bouquets and corsages, then noticed a gorgeous, heart-shaped wreath of garnet roses hanging behind the salesgirls.


“Hey, Marianne,” Scarlet said to the girl manning the table.


“Hi, Scarlet.” Marianne smiled cheerily. “What can I get for you?”


Marianne Strickland was Hawthorne’s leading band fund-raiser and an expert in chirpy, superficial sales-speak. In fact, she carried around candy cartons more often than her instrument. So it was no surprise to Scarlet she’d be drumming up flower sales to purchase much-needed spit valves for the brass section. She took her responsibilities very seriously, and Scarlet admired her dedication.


Before Scarlet could get another word out, Lisa McDaniel, who was voted funniest girl in the senior class, popped up from underneath the table. Lisa irked Scarlet because the girl was much more annoying than funny; she was yearbook funny, Scarlet liked to say. In other words, she met a very low threshold of funny.


“Take my plants … please,” Lisa, in an outfit as dated and goofy as her material and breath smelling of egg salad, joked eagerly. Scarlet was tempted to hiss out a rim shot but resisted and just ignored her.


“I love this wreath,” Scarlet said warily. “How much?”


They were Ingrid Bergman roses on the wreath, Scarlet’s favorite. Dark red fragrant hybrids with a bud that was almost black. She loved the hint of purple they picked up as they aged, but more importantly, she loved that they tended to live quite a long while after they’d been cut. They were as beautiful and timeless as their namesake. Scarlet felt like a museum curator coming across a priceless antique brooch at a local flea market. She was sure these flower girls had no idea how special their flowers were.


“We made up that wreath to promote the sale,” Marianne shot back in a no-nonsense tone, the imminence of a transaction wiping out her cheer. “We made it big and elaborate, so it would cost a lot if we were to sell it.”


“I’ve only got thirty dollars with me,” Scarlet said.


“We were thinking more like forty,” Marianne said, involving Lisa in the negotiations, even though Lisa clearly had no clue.


“Can I get the rest to you tomorrow?”


Despite the fact that Scarlet’s popularity had unwittingly grown to unfathomable proportions and she was now off the scale when it came to cool, she knew already what Marianne’s response would be.


“Scarlet, if I do it for you,” Marianne explained judiciously, “I’d have to do it for everyone and I can’t spend my days chasing down money.”


“I got your back!” Lisa McDaniel exclaimed, laughing herself into a tizzy as she dropped ten dollars into the till.


“Thanks, Lisa,” Scarlet said with genuine surprise.


Scarlet handed the rest to Marianne and tossed the wreath over her shoulder like a handbag. For a band-made arrangement, it was lovely. There must have been a hundred roses packed tightly together in an infinite, lush heart. Anywhere else, one of these would go for seventy-five bucks, at least.


“For Damen?” Lisa asked sheepishly, hoping for a little gossip in exchange for her loan.


Scarlet looked at the girls, smiled knowingly, and walked toward her locker to grab some things and then leave. The flowers were for Valentine’s Day, but they weren’t for Damen.
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Winter had nearly run its course, but not completely. There were few telltale signs of changing seasons, at least none that were external or obvious — still no grass growing, trees greening, or flowers budding. The ground was still soft and sloppy from recent downpours, the air damp and cold, the mid-February sky cloudy and gray.


The breeze was cold against her skin, but luckily she was dressed for it. Scarlet, toting her floral wreath across town, was shawl-ready, wrapped from shoulder to knees in a black and violet plaid Scottish wool throw. It was a good thing too; the wind always picked up at the cemetery.


She approached the enormous, black wrought-iron gates at the end of town that sported the Greek letter alpha on one side and omega on the other. They were open just wide enough to let a person pass, and Scarlet walked through, her sharp black-clad silhouette seeming almost to become part of the ironwork. She continued up the dirt path, occasionally sloshing through small puddles left by the rain.


The first thing she noticed was that she was alone except for the groundskeeper, which affected her in a deeper way than she would have expected. Given the weather, and the fact that visiting hours were nearly done for the day, it was not surprising, but the sudden sense of solitude was very noticeable.


There are two kinds of people, Scarlet immediately thought — those who visit graves the way she did and those who don’t. She didn’t think any less of those who don’t. Usually they had very good reasons, most of them having to do with wanting to remember the person as he or she had lived. At least that’s what they said, but more likely it was due to the inconvenience of the trip.


Scrapbook people, she considered them, who preferred to flip through photos of the deceased at home and reminisce rather than trek out to the boneyard. They were generally the same people who sent longwinded computer-printed notes on homemade stationery with their Christmas cards. People who appeared to be overly sentimental, but were just hypocrites, as far as Scarlet was concerned. They were only in it for the attention.


Of course there was always the most obvious and often unspoken reason: they were just afraid. Scared of the rows and rows of neatly organized corpses and the mounds of loose dirt that covered them. And, ultimately, frightened of the inevitable truth that the cemetery represented their own fragility and mortality. It was all about them in the end, she thought, not the poor soul who’d gone to rest. But then, what wasn’t?


As she trod through the rows of marble, her feet sticking slightly in the mud, she could see, a short distance away at the very back of the cemetery, a clearing, or at least a much less crowded patch of ground. Scarlet walked directly toward it, leaving the road and cutting across the graves, apologetically patting each headstone as she passed.


As her shadow, enlarged and elongated by the setting sun, crossed the graves, Scarlet saw the inky outline of her A-line skirt, and her cape blowing. Her hair had grown out from an asymmetrical razor-cut bob to a long, flowing Bettie Page. She appeared, to herself, so streamlined, so adult.


She was wearing her vintage Wellies with a gorgeous drab, smoky teal tulle dress from a local thrift store. Scarlet made it her own by cinching it together with a big thick men’s leather belt. She was still a feminine hipster all the way, straight out of a magazine, the other kids would whisper; but she knew she was different now, inside and out. Gone were the strategically ripped leggings, ragged skirt, layered tees, bright red matte lipstick that once defined her style. They were all gone. Gone like her anger and cynicism. Gone like Charlotte.


It had happened slowly, imperceptibly, like the Freshman Fifteen. It was as if her closet was at war with itself, the older, edgy pieces losing ground to the tailored ones. A genuine style-off: The Karen O against the Jackie O. Scarlet hadn’t taken sides in the wardrobe war, but Damen seemed to be Jackie O all the way. Though she hated to admit it, that kind of positive reinforcement and approval from him was atypically influential these days. Ever since her sister Petula’s near-death experience from her pedicure-induced coma and Scarlet’s own adventure on the Other Side, Scarlet had really come to value the people around her. Even her big sister. And what they thought mattered to her.


Scarlet slowed as she approached the single white marble headstone just a few yards before her. Unlike the other headstones in the cemetery, this one hadn’t tarnished yet. She was relieved to find it in such good condition because she hadn’t seen it since before the holidays. The truth was, Scarlet was one of those nonvisitors until recently. Until she’d spent the entire fall raising money for this headstone for Charlotte.


It was even more beautiful than when she’d ordered it, she thought, bending slightly to run her hand across the engraving of Charlotte’s name and legend. She stood upright again, eye-to-eye with the sculpted portrait she’d commissioned to sit atop the stone. It was an ethereal image of Charlotte that Scarlet had designed — eyes gazing thoughtfully, lips smiling slightly, long hair flowing.


It was only fitting, she thought, that Charlotte be memorialized in this way. Pictures in the school lobby and yearbook, classroom tributes by ghost-hunter-obsessed teachers were not permanent enough to commemorate Charlotte, Scarlet remembered thinking at the time. It was the least she could do, since Charlotte never really had a proper funeral, given her whole family — or lack thereof — situation.


Damen was so proud of Scarlet for doing it, and she even drummed up a lot of unexpected support from the student body, comprised mostly of students who wouldn’t have known Charlotte if they’d tripped over her. Even Petula made a small personal donation, which was very unlike her, but much appreciated, given her massive popularity. The Wendys, her sister’s two-faced toadies, were the last to contribute, and they made a single donation in both their names, which was both obnoxious and fitting. Scarlet figured they were afraid of being haunted and ponied up as a sort of investment in their shared peace of mind.


Scarlet concentrated on the carving for a long while, trying to determine how much it actually resembled Charlotte. She ran her hand gently and deliberately along the chiseled curves of Charlotte’s cheek, her brow, her nose, her lips — features she literally knew like the back of her own hand. She wondered what Charlotte would think of the tribute.


Charlotte’s life really had been short, and she was going to miss all the changes that, for better or worse, are a part of growing up and growing old. It occurred to Scarlet for the first time since she’d visited Charlotte on the afterlife intern campus that this might be the only place she’d ever see Charlotte again.


It seemed as good a place as any to leave Charlotte, well, mail, Scarlet thought, pulling a damp, sealed white no. 10 envelope from her bag. A stamp seemed unnecessary. She was pretty sure that Charlotte was one place the post office wouldn’t deliver. Instead, she put it in a plastic bag and tied the bag tightly to one of the thorny rose stems. Good enough.


She raised the heart-shaped arrangement, framing Charlotte lovingly in the center of it, gently draped the wreath around her swanlike neck, and stepped back to admire the beauty of both. Scarlet bent down, as if to pray, but instead pressed her hand down, leaving her handprint in the moist soil.


“I hope you’re okay,” she whispered sincerely, then got up and plodded away.
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Sometimes you have to go it alone.
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No guts, no glory. Like a kamikaze, there are times when you may be required to leave the life you knew behind and give it over to a greater purpose. The costs can be high, to your heart, soul, and reputation. Whether or not what you gain will ultimately outweigh what you gave is impossible to know, and really irrelevant. Your comfort comes in the knowledge that some things are worth sacrificing for.








 


“Charlotte,” a gentle voice called out, “It’s time to wake up now.”


“Wake up?” Charlotte thought, still groggy and submerged in sleep.


The voice was sweetly familiar, one that she had archived in her memory as well as her heart but that still could only barely penetrate the wall of sleep she’d built around herself. It seemed to come both from everywhere and no place in particular. Charlotte felt it more than she heard it, and she’d been “feeling” it much more often now that she was so prone to oversleeping.


“Come on,” the voice pleaded a bit more urgently. “You’re going to be late.”


As Charlotte came to, she realized that she really hadn’t been sleeping so much as resting. Not for the sake of her body — that need had passed along with her life — but for her mind. She was happier than she’d ever been, but also nervous, jittery, and preoccupied, the way you feel whenever a major change approaches.


It was the kind of feeling of both relief and expectation she’d had at the end of every school year. No more pencils, no more books. No more teachers, classmates, hall monitors, lunchroom ladies, bus drivers, or dirty looks. Summer was coming, full of freedom and possibility. The only difference now was that summer could last forever. In fact, she was counting on it.


“Charlotte Usher! Get up this minute!”


Charlotte’s eyes flung open as if a ripcord had pulled them. She looked around the room and let out a sigh of relief.


I’m still here, Charlotte thought. It’s all still here.


It was the same thing every morning. She would hear the voice and then question if it was real or if everything was just some crazy dream. If she were still alive, she might have thought she was becoming demented, but the nice thing about being dead was that she didn’t have to worry about losing it. So, scratch that.


Maybe, Charlotte thought, it was just that she’d been filled with longing, even pain, for so long that she wasn’t used to being happy. Not that she was one hundred percent elated all the time, though. As wonderful as her reunion with her parents had been, it had come with certain disadvantages. She’d gotten used to being alone and had always prized her autonomy, which was more and more in dispute these days. She was increasingly accountable now, not only to her parents, but also to her intern supervisor, Markov, and the hotline hysterics. It was a lot of change to process.


“Charlotte!” the voice rang out again, this time in a tone that was very, very real.


“I’m up!” she yelled, pulling the drapes back.


The only thing that made waking up easier these days was the knowledge that it would all be over soon — the early mornings, the depressing phone calls, and the responsibility. Today was the last day at the afterlife intern office.


“Charlotte, sweetheart,” her mother spoke as she planted herself down on her bed, “Is everything, you know, okay?”


Her mother wanted so much to impart wisdom whenever she could, seeing as she’d missed out on a lifetime of it, but she’d learned not to press too hard. They hadn’t had the day-to-day conflicts that plague many mother-daughter relationships, but that didn’t change the fact that there was still a warehouse full of emotional baggage that Charlotte had yet to unpack. And more than a carry-on of it was family-related.


Charlotte turned slowly from the window and faced her. “Mom?” she asked, as if she wanted to hear herself say it but still wasn’t used to it.


“Yes, monkey puff?” Eileen eagerly replied, with just a trace of worry in her voice. She tried to make up for a lifetime of terms of endearment, which often resulted in mushy mash-ups.


Charlotte took a deep breath and her eyes widened. “Never mind,” she said, and hurriedly headed for the door. “Love you.”


“Love you too,” Eileen called after, the closing front door clipping her farewell and their conversation.
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On the way to the intern office, Charlotte picked up Pam and Prue, just as she did each morning. They were old friends by now, honest with each other to a fault. The no-holds-barred girl talk, which was as eye-opening as a cup of espresso, was always the best part of her day. As they walked, Charlotte filled them in on her morning.


“Don’t you feel comfortable enough with her yet to open up about your boyfriend?” Pam asked.


Pam was hoping Charlotte’s mom might drum some sense into her about Eric, the new boy she’d been “dating.”


“Did she try to have ‘the talk’?” Prue asked, bursting into laughter.


Charlotte felt bad about the fact that she had never gotten “the talk” or even had a reason for it until now.


“I just didn’t feel like discussing my love life with my mother, that’s all,” Charlotte said as they made their way to the phone bank once more. “It’s just weird.”


“Is it because he’s older?” Prue teased.


“He’s not really older,” Charlotte said. “We’re almost the same age; he’s just been dead longer.”


“Oh, well, that explains it,” Prue sneered sarcastically.


The fact that he’d been dead longer was actually a big part of his appeal to Charlotte. She’d always thought of herself as an old soul, even when she was alive, and there was a realness about Eric that she found missing in most guys she’d known, Damen excluded, of course. Eric was a throwback to another time, not very long ago, in fact; and that, to her, was not a bad thing.


“Have you kissed him?” Pam asked, wanting to hear some juicy, revealing details.


“Don’t encourage this, Pam,” Prue jumped in. “You know she can’t have a real kiss with him.”


“Maybe not a living kiss,” Charlotte replied defensively, “but we can still be close.”


Yet another downside of being dead, Charlotte thought.


“Do you love him?” Pam asked, poking around to see how far gone Charlotte was.


“Yeah, I think I do,” Charlotte admitted out loud for the first time.


“But Charlotte,” Pam chided. “You barely know him.”


What Pam actually meant to say, Charlotte thought, was we barely know him. She was just being protective, as a good friend should be. The fact that Eric had transferred in after they’d arrived, pretty much taking that sneaky saboteur Maddy’s open seat, made the other interns a little suspicious, no matter how nice he seemed. That he had been a musician in life didn’t exactly score him a lot of brownie points with Pam and Prue either.


“Never mind him,” Prue said, skeptically. “What do you know about love?”


It was a fair question, but not one that Pam or Prue could answer either, and Charlotte knew it. Not that it stopped them from badgering her.


“I don’t know anything about it,” Charlotte shot back. “But I know what I feel.”


“Well, I feel like we’ve been down this road before,” Prue barked, her disapproval showing.


“What is that supposed to mean?” Charlotte quizzed indignantly.


“It means you’re carrying on just like you did with Damen,” Pam said. “You’re obsessed. Again.”


“Look where that got you,” Prue reminded. “And this guy is no Damen.”


Charlotte held her tongue and thought for a second about what the girls were trying to tell her. It was true; Eric was nothing like Damen on the outside. Actually, he was almost the exact opposite. The way he dressed, his lifestyle, his ambitions. Not the kind of guy Charlotte would ever have considered as a soul mate.


She’d gotten to know him though — the real him, she liked to say. And underneath the leather, chains, and spiky hairdo, Eric was sweet and kind. He was also monopolizing more and more of her free time, which is what Charlotte thought this whole chat was really about anyway.


“I think you’re both jealous,” Charlotte fired back. “That I finally found someone.”


“Don’t be so defensive,” Pam said. “We’re just looking out for you.”


“I’m not being defensive,” Charlotte complained. “But here I am telling you how happy I finally am and you’re both lecturing me like I’m a child.”


“Maybe that’s because you still haven’t learned your lesson,” Pam chided.


“Which is?” Charlotte pressed.


“Love is for the living,” Pam answered. “It’s one of the first discussions we ever had, remember?”


“You said that’s why they call it a love life,” Charlotte recalled. “I remember.”


“You’ve made so much progress,” Pam said sweetly, “and now you’re jeopardizing it for a guy you just met.”


Everyone took a breath to reload. Pam and Prue knew Charlotte well enough to know that she was nowhere near ready to concede.


“I know he got electrocuted onstage by his own amp while he was playing his music in a storm,” Charlotte dug in. “He definitely understands commitment.”


“Maybe he should have understood a little more about meteorology,” Prue cracked.


“That’s mean,” Charlotte said. “Why are you guys being so negative?”


“You have nothing in common with him,” Prue went on. “He’s a musician. A wanderer.”


“Pam was a musician, too!” Charlotte retorted, realizing instantly it wasn’t a very good comeback.


“Not like him,” Pam joked, spreading her legs wide and turning a few air-guitar windmills to make her point.


“You make him sound so shady,” Charlotte responded. “Like he has a girlfriend in every town or something.”


“Maybe not, but I half expect to see groupie ghosts hanging all over him every time I look at him,” Prue added for good measure.


Prue may have stepped over the line, but she was also persuasive. So far, Charlotte’s relationship had been smooth sailing, but the girls were really raising some suspicions that she’d been harboring anyway. Eric did look like a guy with a reputation, but Charlotte couldn’t decide whether that marked him as too easy or too hard to get.


“He just doesn’t look like the type to settle down is all,” Pam said, a little more sympathetically. “We don’t want you to be disappointed or hurt.”


“Guys are only as faithful as their options,” Prue spouted. “Keep that in mind.”


Since it was so new, Charlotte was still really sensitive about the relationship, and ordinarily she would have been angry and hurt at Prue’s digs. But knowing Prue’s history with guys, and how she died, Charlotte was willing to cut her some slack.


“I think that maybe this could be forever,” Charlotte pondered hopefully. “You never know.”


“Of course I do, Charlotte, and so do you,” Pam said. “Everything has an expiration date.”


“And everyone,” Prue added. “We’re proof of that.”


“Everything,” Charlotte admitted, “except love.”


Pam and Prue just shook their heads in exasperation. They clearly had not made a dent in Charlotte’s stubborn romanticism.


The threesome arrived at the phone bank and were pleasantly surprised by how different everyone looked. Happy, rested, and at peace. Even CoCo had a relaxed air about her, and not from her flatiron either. After a few tears and hugs and kisses, Charlotte thought, they’d all be off for a hard-earned afterlife of leisure and an eternity with friends and family. They’d all remain close, of course, and if not, there would always be reunions, she was sure. That would be heaven.


The only downside for Charlotte was that she’d been getting to see Eric in the office every day. Now she’d have to be lucky enough to run into him around the compound or, just maybe, find another way to spend even more time with him. Charlotte scanned the room quickly — she didn’t want to be obvious — and noticed his office was empty, along with Mike’s and DJ’s.


“Late again,” Pam noted to Charlotte.


“Predictable to the end,” Prue complained.


“Metal Mike and DJ are bad influences,” Charlotte whispered, excusing Eric from blame. “Too many late-night jam sessions, that’s all.”


Markov cleared his throat, signaling for quiet. He was not the sentimental type, so no one expected a gooey farewell speech.


“I’m glad you are all here,” Markov began. “Well, almost all of you.”


As he was about to continue his remarks, the interns heard a familiar rumbling of footsteps that quickly grew into a stampede as what appeared to be a little tornado of souls burst in. They turned toward the door, overhung by the sign that read Docendo discimus (We learn by teaching).


“Sorry, yo,” DJ hollered.


“D.O.A.,” said Mike.


“You’re tardy,” Markov admonished.


Just because it was their last day didn’t mean he was going to give Eric, Mike, and DJ a pass. He considered tardiness not just disrespectful to him, but dangerous to all those callers who were counting on them for guidance.


“Oh,” Eric said casually as he took his seat, in a tone that might have conveyed either arrogance or curiosity, depending on one’s point of view. “Did we miss something important?”


Eric was rough around the edges, rocking a choppy punk haircut, Wayfarers, a black leather jacket, red high-tops, ripped skinny black jeans, and an attitude to match. He could be coarse but was always charming and hard to dislike. Even for Markov, who cracked a knowing smile.


“I’d like to think that everything I say is important,” Markov replied sarcastically. “Otherwise I’d be wasting my breath.”


“What breath,” Eric joked, fist-bumping his cohorts.


“Now, may I proceed?” Markov asked sarcastically.


“Proceed,” Eric proclaimed magnanimously.


Charlotte broke out into a wide grin at Eric’s nerve. She could never be as willfully rebellious as he was, but she had broken a few rules herself and could totally relate. Besides, she loved the way he slung his guitar over his shoulder and how his demo tape poked out of the top of his jacket pocket, ready to be handed over to someone who might give him his big break.
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