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This commute was not as easy as Abigail Gardner thought. Well, she never thought it would be easy, exactly. Nothing that involved five blocks, four subway stops, and two more blocks, with a heavy box of art supplies occupying both hands and a portfolio tucked under your now-sweaty left pit, could be easy.


But here she was. Panting in front of the wrought-iron gate that displayed “EP” in shiny, loopy gold letters. Her second chance at being a full-time art teacher just steps away. Sadly, those steps were up a monstrous-looking hill that welcomed all peons onto the pristine campus that was Excelsior Primm, one of Phil-adelphia’s oldest and most prestigious preparatory academies.


Abigail took a big breath. The steamy late July heat filled her lungs as she stalled for one more second before conquering this hill and the doubts swimming in her brain. Though the email she’d received last week was a welcome respite during a particularly rowdy wine-and-paint class she was leading, Abigail was still a little skeptical that any school would consider her for another art teacher job. Especially since her last pupils—the high schoolers she’d abandoned in the middle of the day—were housed across the formal lawn at Excelsior Sanctum.


If she squinted really hard, Abigail was sure she could still see that room full of sophomores (well, juniors now), hooting and hollering as her pencil skirt split right as she was demonstrating the graceful, yet powerful maneuvers exhibited by the wildlife of the Serengeti. It was a particularly ill-timed art lesson—one the newly-pubescent pupils chose to capitalize on, much like the lion descending on the wildebeest in her now-viral art demonstration. Abigail shuddered as a vision of her nude-colored Spanx—which were mistaken for bare ass cheeks—and her spot-on impression of The Scream came into full view.


The heat boiled under her skin as she averted her eyes and made her way inside the only slightly less intimidating kindergarten through eighth grade academy. She comforted herself with the notion that her late father—one of the most noted Victorian literature minds ever to grace the academic circuit—tutored middle schoolers when he was a lowly grad student awaiting his big break.


Abigail steadied her breathing as she walked down the stark white hallway that smelled of bleach, marveling at how deathly silent her ballet flats were on the shiny marble floor, especially considering the weighty box she was carrying.


It was ten fifty-eight when Abigail crept into the doorway that displayed “Headmistress Evelyn Updike-Montgomery” on a nameplate that was too small for the twelve-syllable abomination to its left.


“Ms. Gardner,” the headmistress said without looking up from the notepad her right hand was furiously attacking with a pen. “I see you’re not a member of the ‘on time is late’ club, eh?”


Abigail stammered to say something but feared saying the wrong thing. Her brain became fuzzy as all the blood in her body seemed to flow into her feet, which felt cauterized to the stone-cold floor. After what seemed like eight uncomfortable millennia, Headmistress Evelyn Updike-Montgomery broke the silence once more.


“Ms. Gardner, as my assistant’s email noted, we have a last-minute vacancy on the staff. Our faculty summit is only two weeks away and the students return one week after that. Naturally, we try to avoid these kinds of situations, but unfortunately from time-to-time Excelsior Primm has to suffer for the . . . rash . . . decisions of others. Which leads me to you.”


The headmistress slammed her pen down with a thwack before eyeing her wobbly prey. Her eyes were grey and steely, displaying none of the warmth that exuded from Excelsior Sanctum’s headmistress during Abigail’s interview for that position, just across the formal lawn. It was one of the reasons Abigail felt so confident taking on those older students, even though her art education emphasis was elementary school.


‘Course, we know how that turned out . . .


Abigail gulped, swallowing her inherent desire to pre-judge this headmistress along with the tiny bit of saliva left in her increasingly dry mouth. After all, just because this woman—who held the key to her only teaching prospect, possibly ever—looked like a taller, boxier version of the school marm from Uncle Buck (minus the wart), that didn’t mean she embodied her shit-kicking spirit, right?


I’m sure she’s a perfectly nice woman, even if she gives off that whole “a house might fall on me at any second” vibe.


“Right, of course,” Abigail squeaked. She took this as her cue to put down her supply box. Her eyes darted around the small room, searching for an appropriate space. Since every inch of floor seemed to be consumed by fake, waxy plants, she opted to use one of the guest chairs. Abigail stacked her portfolio on top of the box before shakily retrieving her résumé.


Holding up her palm, the headmistress said, “That won’t be necessary.”


“What? I mean, I’m sorry?”


“Your résumé or writing sample or whatever you’ve got there. It’s not necessary.”


“O-oh, but I’m very qualified for the job.” Abigail cast the portfolio aside and began to place a sample of the art supplies she planned to use this semester on the headmistress’ desk, feeling the opportunity was somehow slipping away. Abigail rarely encountered people who accumulated such disdain for her so quickly. She usually required a little time to disappoint.


“Ms. Gardner, tell me something,” the headmistress said, flicking one of the markers that was rolling toward her. “What’s your favorite book?”


“My favorite . . . book?” Abigail furrowed her brow and cocked her head like a dog. A raised eyebrow from the headmistress made her instantly shake this asinine expression off her face. “My favorite book. I guess that would be Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. I think we all can relate to feeling out of place and living in a world where nothing is as it seems.”


She was certainly living in one now.


Why does she want to know my favorite book?


Determined to redirect the subject toward her actual specialty, Abigail added, “Plus, what’s there not to love about all the various Alice illustrations over the decades? Centuries, really. There’s the hand illustrations, Art Deco style many have used to display the Queen and her court and, of course, the beautiful color palette Disney used to—”


“Funny,” the headmistress interrupted, turning her attention back toward the previously abused notepad. “I can hear your father’s voice echoing those same sentiments, though in his British accent, of course. I attended a few of his keynotes at Bryn Mawr, you know. He wasn’t just a literary mind. He was excellent at grabbing and keeping the students’ attention.”


“I . . . um . . . I didn’t know that—that you knew him, that is, but thank you for the kind words.” It was an autopilot phrase Abigail adopted in the early years after ALS had claimed her dad. Everyone always had something to say. Some way they knew him. Felt they had some part of him they could bestow on her like a fat cat doling out porridge to a hungry orphan.


What they didn’t know was that these little displays of “generosity” never made Abigail feel any better. They couldn’t tell her anything about her father she didn’t already know, despite only having fourteen years with him.


Updike banished more of Abigail’s art materials from her vicinity, found her pen and began maniacally scribbling once more. “Between the weight of your surname and your references from Temple University—quite a few of our pupils end up there, you know—I’m confident you can do the job. You’ll be teaching sixth graders.”


Abigail’s eyes lit up as her heart leapt into her throat. “Oh, that’s wonderful!” she exclaimed, clasping her hands together.


Never in a million years did I think this would be that easy.


“Plus, we’re late in the game, I’m out of time, and there are more pressing matters I need to attend to before those golden gates swing open in twenty-four days. Which reminds me . . .” The headmistress reached for her office phone, batting at a violet-colored pencil that was near the receiver. “Mad-a-leen, please tell Mitch to report to my office with his pruning shears. That is all,” she chirped before the phone was anywhere near her ear.


The headmistress glanced up, startled to see Abigail still standing there. An awkward silence lingered between them.


“Well, I won’t take up any more of your time, Headmistress. I’ll collect the paperwork from your secretary and be ready to go at the faculty summit.” Abigail swiped the supplies back into the box and placed her portfolio under her arm as an act of good faith. “If you could just tell me which classroom I’m in, I’ll be out of your hair at once.”


“Good. Fine. Room twenty-three. Liberal Arts Building.”


“Room twenty-three. Got it.” She turned to leave before stopping in her tracks. “Wait, did you say Liberal Arts Building?”


The headmistress narrowed her eyes.


“Yes, the literature classrooms are housed in the Liberal Arts Building. One would think you knew that, given your pedigree.”


Abigail stared back in disbelief.


“I—I—I. Miss—Headmistress, I’m an art—art teacher? Not a liberal arts teacher. My degree is in art education. My focus was visual art with an emphasis on three-dimensional storytelling.” Abigail looked like she was playing with an imaginary Rubik’s Cube as she rotated her hands in front of her, trying to illustrate her point.


“I know all of this, Ms. Gardner. I also know about your lit essay—the one on magic versus fate in seventeenth-century fairy tales—that made quite the rounds on the northeast academia circuit.”


That was a stupid paper I had to write for a general-ed requirement. Ugh, when will people let that go?


“Now, if you’ll excuse me, there are some bushes in the south wing that need my attention. The job is teaching sixth-grade literature.”


“But the email didn’t say anything about teaching literature.” This had to be a misunderstanding. Perhaps the headmistress had simply mixed up her open positions and any minute now a librarian-looking type in big-rimmed glasses with a penchant for cats would walk through that same intimidating doorway declaring, “I’m here for the lit teacher opening.” She pleaded, begged, bargained with the larger universe for this to be the case, though she also knew any requests to outside forces seemed to fall on deaf ears.


The email also didn’t say anything about teaching art. Fuck.


“Look, I’m sure you’re a lovely young woman, but I’m losing my patience,” the headmistress said through gritted teeth. “Our appointment started late, you seem to need more hand holding than I can give you and your supplies are inappropriate for your classroom—Room twenty-three, in the Liberal Arts Building. My offer stands for exactly eight seconds. After that, you can go back to answering want ads or painting with a pilsner or whatever it is you do with your free time.”


The left corner of her mouth upturned as the headmistress added, “Of course, you could always try your hand across the lawn again,” a knowing expression filling her face.


Abigail’s throat sank to her stomach, as it did every time this “incident” was brought up, which was more often than one would assume. Though her close friends knew not to tease her about it, acquaintances, paint-and-wine participants and even a couple Tinder dates referenced the video occasionally. To add insult to injury, there was a rumor going around that a local Catholic school was using the video as a teaching tool . . . on the pitfalls of wearing tight clothing that was not within the faculty dress code.


“Personally, I think your father would be proud—you are taking a page out of his metaphorical book and all.”


More talk of her father brought Abigail out of the teenaged Serengeti and back to the current lion’s den. “You know you have a talent for literature, thanks to that wonderful, wonderful man and his unquenchable thirst for knowledge. Now, he was a teacher. Top-notch, unprecedented. Anyway, you’ve got me off subject and now I’m very late. Take it or leave it. Right now.”


Abigail’s heart felt heavy. Her head felt heavy. Even her shoulders felt heavy. But she knew this woman was right. About everything. Literature may not have been her subject of choice, but there was no denying she was intimately familiar with every classic and most soon-to-be classics. Her father required it. As hard as that little girl fought against the old, tattered pages of leather-bound books that were heavier than any toy she ever owned, they both knew she had a talent for understanding complex characters. For teasing out themes. Seeing into the author’s mind.


“Miss Gardner!”


“Of course,” she yelped, as the paint brushes rattled around in her box, just as startled as she was.


“‘Of course,’ what?”


“Of course . . . I want the job.” Abigail tried to sound excited and not the least bit dejected, which was exactly how she felt.


The headmistress stood up, grabbed her notebook and proceeded to shimmy between her desk and faux forest without so much as a glance upward at the exasperated girl standing outside her office walls. “Good. Fine. Room twenty-three. Liberal Arts Building.”


“Thank you. You won’t regret this,” she promised as the woman passed by.


Abigail silently exhaled. She finally allowed her shoulders to relax a pinch just as the bottom of her box gave out, unleashing all the creativity that had been dying to escape mere minutes ago.
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Sighing, Abigail yanked a small corner of blanket from under Brutus, a Spuds McKenzie–looking rescue who was more than happy to indulge her binge-watching habit that provided a small reprieve from reality that night. If she weren’t so desperate to prove herself—and, well, climb out of the debt that came with an education you hadn’t yet been able to use—Abigail could’ve stayed with the “Mommy Juice” crowd at Cup + Canvas. That would’ve given her some time to figure out how her life plan got so derailed.


How, again, did I become a lit teacher?


At times most intrusive the question would pop into her head like another round of pinball. Just as the last ball escaped through the gap between the two flippers, another would appear, ready to be launched and volleyed about for a good, long while.


All that time spent on visual arts—life sculpture, drawing with ink, concept design—was it all for nothing? Were the kids at Sanctum right? Could they smell a phony art teacher a mile away? Was my father right? Is literature in my blood? Doomed to haunt me until I give it the proper respect, like my own Tell-Tale Heart?


Determined to distract herself before another ball was launched, Abigail hopped off the couch to grab a kombucha. She almost made it back to her favorite movie in peace when she caught the glow of her phone, which had been banished to silent mode. “Mathilda” flashed across the lit screen, along with a photo of Abigail and her BFF, arms around each other, standing in waist-deep turquoise water at Doctor’s Cave Beach in Jamaica, Mathilda’s birthplace.


Abigail let out a high-pitched groan that made Brutus come running. He sat at her feet, tilting his head in confusion, much like Abigail had a few hours earlier. It was Mathilda’s third call of the day. Abigail knew if she didn’t pick up, this newbie detective was certain to dispatch the CSI unit by midnight. She rolled her eyes once more before tapping the green icon, wishing there was a way to stave off inquiries from the outside world until she figured out the new mess that was her life.


“Hey, Mathilda. Listen, I’m kinda busy. Can we save it for Sophie’s bachelorette on Saturday?” The two friends had recently canceled on their former co-worker from their college bartending days a total of five times (official score—Abigail: two, Mathilda: three), but seeing as how they were in her wedding, Saturday was pretty much a sure bet.


“What? What do you mean? You go on the biggest interview of your life, and you want to save it?” Though this wasn’t a FaceTime, Abigail could’ve described Mathilda’s face perfectly: a furrowed brow that consisted of two angry vertical lines and three horizontal ones, a scrunched nose and an indignant upturn that extended from the right corner of her full pout all the way to the scar by Mathilda’s eye, an early injury from the police academy.


“Yeah, I’m just—I’m really tired. And I think Brutus might be coming down with something . . . ate some plastic maybe. The trash looked a little disturbed when I got home.”


“Okay. Brutus? The trash? Stop stalling. It went horribly, then?”


Despite the earnest detective’s best interrogation techniques, Abigail didn’t budge. Netflix, on the other hand, gave up the smoking gun.


“Are you watching that movie again?” Mathilda’s tone changed from concerned to accusatory in zero seconds flat.


“What movie?” Abigail feigned. She lowered her laptop screen as gently as she could to not arouse any further suspicion.


“I can hear that goddamn Audrey Hepburn in the background. Now I know something’s up. What happened?”


Abigail had a history of trying to disappear into old movies when something was bothering her. At first her friends thought it was a quirky interest, maybe a way to escape all the pressures of young adulthood. But then they noticed a pattern. After ALS took her father’s ability to speak, Abigail started watching Disney classics like Pollyanna and The Apple Dumpling Gang.


When her mother, Grace, suddenly passed six years later from a completely preventable complication due to diabetes, Abigail was consumed with the Road to series with Bob Hope and Bing Crosby. Even though she was studying the art of French masculine and feminine creation in North Philly, she often found herself on a journey to Morocco, Bali, Singapore, or Rio. She’d go wherever Hope would take her.


The Hepburn phase began when she failed to secure a gallery-girl internship in New York the summer before her senior year of college. This was the time when real-world immersion would really start to matter—at least in her mind. A dejected Abigail had passed the famed Tiffany’s on the way back to the train station when her eyes fell on the enchanting storefront. Its big city displays showcased the dreams and envies of every small-town Lulamae who wished herself a Holly. She suddenly understood why that slight girl sought out the retailer when she was feeling down. It seemed much more attractive to fight a case of the reds with a little Tiffany Blue.


Now, back in Philadelphia at a career crossroads, Holly Go-lightly had Tiffany’s, and Abigail Gardner had Breakfast at Tiffany’s.


“It’s not that movie . . . it’s chatter from the street, I just . . . Mathilda, I love you, but I need to get back to Brutus.” The dog farted right on cue. “I think he needs to go out. I’ll fill you in on Saturday.”


“If you use your dog as an excuse one more time, I swear I’m feeding him the credit card you use for Netflix,” Mathilda said, only half-joking as the beast did have an affinity for plastic. “Breakfast at Tiffany’s will become breakfast for Brutus.”


Defeated, Abigail finally caved. She filled her lifelong partner in crime in on the long commute, the difficult AF headmistress, and the plot twist that was the teaching subject. Like the cooperative witness she was, she left nothing out.


“And the bottom of my art supplies box chose that exact moment to give way.”


“Nuh-uh!” Mathilda bellowed. “So, what did you do?” Her tone was a mix of fascination and mortification, confirming that this situation was, in fact, as bad as it seemed. It was a familiar confirmation, one that was issued repeatedly whenever anyone brought up the “Full Moon Over the Sanctum Serengeti” video.


“I shut my eyes. When I opened them, she was still standing there. Staring at me. I swear I heard a muffled growl. I couldn’t even tell if that was from her or the old janitor who showed up right on cue.” She threw her head back as her heart raced. Clearly, PTSD was already kicking in. “Ugh, the whole thing was awful. It looked like a Pride parade threw up on her floor. And one of the yellow acrylic paint tubes broke upon impact and started dribbling in the cracks, toward her shoes.”


“Were they cute shoes?”


“Of course they weren’t cute shoes. They looked like they were from 1692 but that’s not the point,” Abigail lamented, throwing her free hand in the air. “This is supposed to be my new boss. And after she’d just given me that speech about what an opportunity this was and how qualified I am and how much my father would be pleased. Oh, God, my father would have died.”


“If it makes you feel any better, I would’ve died, too.”


“Ugh, I feel nauseous even thinking about it.”


“If this is your way of saying you’re too sick for Saturday, forget about it,” Mathilda warned. “You’re not leaving me with that bridezilla and her gaggle of Italian cousins.”


“I just don’t know what I’ve gotten myself into.” Abigail sighed as the weight of the situation she’d been trying to avoid finally sunk in. “If this job is anything like that interview, I may never feel well enough to hang with someone’s large Italian family ever again.”


Mathilda cackled and slapped her hands together before declaring, “RIP Abigail Gardner’s dating life.”
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Abigail adjusted her shiny blue bob. She did a quick spin in her bodycon dress, making sure she sparkled head to toe after a thorough glitter spraying. Though she was much too depressed for a Saturday night on the town, she was trying to rally her fun, vibrant persona. Well, somebody’s fun, vibrant persona, anyway.


Abigail normally loved a good bachelorette, but not for the reasons most girls do. She liked to adopt fake identities. Abigail always put her character-development skills to great use at these shindigs, creating people out of thin air with family histories, job complaints, and even regional dialects. These personalities were big hits with her girlfriends. It was always fun to see who showed up that night, and downright hilarious to watch the men respond to a person who didn’t exist. In a way, it was Abigail’s own form of “ghosting.”


It was also where she got her thrill. These identities allowed self-conscious Abigail to cut loose, sans judgement. She didn’t have to worry about her friends egging her on to take a shot out of some random dude’s belly button or whether the whole place would boo her if she refused to dance on the bar with the rest of the bridal party. Abigail was already doing these activities, except it wasn’t her—it was Peregrine from Augusta who was a save-the-whales naturalist. Or Masie who was the fourth employee at We-Work and was destined to be a millionaire until it all came crashing down. Thanks to her natural talents, she created these people in no time flat.


Lacing up her knee-high boots, Abigail had to concede this look was over the top, even for one of her characters. But tonight, they were going to Tākō, a drag queen supper club, on “Sass Me Saturday.” Abigail found this theme particularly fun and un-inhibiting. Strike that—Trixie, the Southern belle from Tennessee—found tonight’s Sass Me session particularly fun and uninhibiting.


The pandemonium began as soon as the bachelorette wagon pulled up to her stoop.


“Woooooo. Hot stuff—yeeeeeoooow,” the cronies screamed as the party bus’s door whooshed open.


“Oh, my God. Oh, my God. Who are you?” Sophie cackled and snorted as Abigail tried her best to get up the steps in five-inch heels without exposing her undersides. With all the bags and booze littering the floor, it was a challenge not to collapse onto the bride, who sloppily sat with her knees apart, already exposing her undersides.


“Why lil ol’ me?” Abigail drawled, resting her fingertips on her glittery chest in feigned exasperation. “Oh, shug, you should know . . . I’m Trixie from Tennessee, y’all.” More hoots and gaggles filled the bus, along with the strong aroma of Fireball. Abigail settled in, silently vowing to put all thoughts of tragic novels and curtailed career aspirations out of her head. This wasn’t that hard to do as the Fireball came in more than just aroma form.


The group was deposited in front of their favorite downtown spot before she had time to settle on Trixie’s backstory. Being regulars, the party easily secured the coveted front-row booth, known as Resting Bitch Place, next to the catwalk. This booth also made them instant RBP VIPs, which had its own perks, including a hostess, or Head Bitch in Charge. Theirs was named Jordanne, who sported a purple mohawk, rainbow blush, and mile-long lash extensions.


“Where’s dat Tanqweray and tawnic, shugs?” Abigail purred slowly, obnoxiously, as she settled into the booth.


“Right here, you little Southern sluuuuuut.” Sophie poured the drink like it was second nature, which it probably was since she was a career bartender. A pro pourer but sloppy drunk, Sophie spilled some of the contents on her own neon-green mini dress before handing it over.


The party was in full swing before long. Abigail surveyed the scene and caught wind of Mathilda, who’d been dancing and grabbing just about anyone who would let her since they’d arrived. Though she’d undoubtedly deposit herself on the doorstep of the thrice-divorced, middle-aged detective she was banging once the night was over, Mathilda’s preference for “keeping things casual” meant she was free to do whatever she wanted. To whomever she wanted. Whenever she wanted. Having this type of freedom was her own version of “self-love,” Mathilda would profess every time someone seemed to bat an eye at her flirty ways.


Her current prospect was the tallest beauty Abigail had ever seen. At least seven feet tall, she reckoned.


I wonder if Trixie knew very many queens growing up in the good ol’ South.


Abigail loved the queens’ passion for beauty. Being an arts major, it was something they had in common. Mathilda returned from her twerkathon soon enough, and after Sophie was “forced” by the emcee to perform a lap dance on one of the queens, the tiny booth was once again full.


By the time the commotion had settled, and all approved clips had been uploaded to social media, Abigail’s bladder had become a four-alarm emergency. She popped up and sprinted over to the restroom, thankful most guests wouldn’t dream of missing the Lady Marmalade routine that was up next.


Standing at the sink, a sense of relief washed over her as she turned on the faucet and cleaned up her smudged lower eyeliner, peeling a few blue strands off her glistening forehead.


She was just cooling down when a man with mesmerizing hazel eyes, broad shoulders, and an adorable chin dimple that made Abigail bite her bottom lip emerged from one of the stalls. Her gaze followed him over to the sink next to her. He rolled up the sleeves of his unbuttoned brown flannel shirt and turned on the faucet. The man glanced at her in the mirror, causing Abigail to shake off whatever alcohol-induced lust she was feeling. If that hadn’t done it, the t-shirt poking out under the flannel, which featured Animal from The Muppets doing a drum solo, would have.


“Umm, excuse me, shug,” she said, trying to stay in character. “But y’all are in the girls’ room.”


He seemed unfazed by the fish-netted, blue-haired girl who was staring at him through the bathroom mirror.


“I know,” he said, reaching for a paper towel without missing a beat. “I’m literate. I’m also fluent in stick-figure bathroom door art.”


Abigail straightened her wig and brushed glitter off her shoulders as she took in this sight. “You know, this club has a few gender-neutral restrooms down the hall if that’s what you’re looking for . . . unless, oooh,” she slurred before quieting down and turning back to her own sink.


The man looked at her once more in the mirror, but she simply re-wet her hands as a few more seconds passed.


“‘Oooh,’ what . . .?”


“Hmm?” Abigail hummed, looking up and catching her own droopy daze staring back at her.


“You said ‘oooh.’ I imagine you have some great theory as to why I’m using the women’s restroom?” He turned to face her, resting his hip on the side of the sink as he folded his arms. She assumed he must’ve been pulling his lip into his teeth, as his dimple intensified.


“Oh, it’s nuthin’. None of my business if ya’ll are transitionin’ or somethin’. I don’t know your story, but whatever you’re into, I’m all for it. You gotta set your soul free, you know?”


“Or it could be that there’s a flood in the men’s room and the line for the single bathrooms is already twelve deep. This one was empty when I came in and my friend was supposed to keep watch. I guess he got distracted. Some of these outfits will do that to you, you know.” The man gave her a quick once-over, raising an eyebrow. “So. Tell me your story. You in a state of transition?”


“No,” she said, a little too loudly before turning off her faucet. She refused to acknowledge that her life actually was in a state of transition.


“My bad. It’s just the wig. And the fake eyelashes. And the fishnets. And we are in drag country,” he said with all the confidence in the world that his argument would hold up in court. Abigail was getting ready to retort when something caught her attention.


“Are you just gonna lit the water run like that?” she said, pointing to his sink.


He glanced at the faucet and flashed her an annoyingly perfect smile. “Why? Is it bothering you?”


“W’ll, yeah. Don’t waste it like that.”


“Because then the poor queens in China won’t have any water to wash out their wigs?”


All right.


Even drunk, Abigail knew when she was being pulled into a dumb conversation. The kids at Sanctum did it all the time. She could never figure out if they wanted to wind down the clock or to make her flustered, but she didn’t appreciate it then, and she certainly didn’t appreciate it now.


The man stood there, near the running sink, waiting for a comeback as a barrage of thoughts floated through her head. Her face went from annoyed to confused to smug all while remaining perfectly silent. When she failed to produce a comeback, he turned off the water. The final insult came when he threw her his best “I didn’t think so” stare as he exited the bathroom.


Sensing her opportunity for one last comeback, Abigail yelled, “Next time don’t waste so much water,” though her voice had diminished to a whisper by the time she finished the sentence. Abigail walked back to Resting Bitch Place hugging both shoulders, her eyes pointed at the sticky floor.


“What is this? What’s going on here?” Sophie demanded, circling her sharply manicured fingernail around Abigail’s glum mug. As much as she was great at adopting other personas, disappointment always registered on the face that officially belonged to Abigail Gardner.


“Oh, it’s nothing . . . stupid stuff. I’ll be fine.”


“You better slap that sadness right off before I do it for you.” Sophie waved her lime green talon inches from Abigail’s nose. “And I can tonight. It’s my bachelorette. You all have to do what I say.”


“You’re right, you’re right,” Abigail relented, thankful to Sophie for breaking the tension within her own body.


“And right now, I say have some liquid courage.” Sophie poured some vodka in a glass. She added a splash of club soda and squeezed the life out of a lemon wedge before passing the concoction off to Abigail.


“Yes, ma’am,” Abigail agreed, trying her best to disappear and re-emerge as the fun persona. The one people wanted to see when you’re supposed to be having a good time.


“Hens, peckers, stags and all you other animals . . . it’s yo’-time to get up here and DANCE!” yelled a Lady Gaga lookalike who had just finished a raucous rendition of Radio Gaga. Feeling her confidence returning with her blood alcohol level, Abigail led the party pack. She played with the boas, lip synched with the boys, and even did an only slightly naughty lap dance for Sophie, who was loving the fact that one of her girls was outshining the members of the other parties on stage.


Abigail’s head began to spin as she was exiting the stage. She looked around their booth for some water but found all the clear containers empty.


“Soph? Hey, Soph, I’m going to grab some water and get your Bitch to refill the carafes,” she said, pointing at the empties.


“We’re out of alcohol?” Sophie squealed, stunned even though eight girls had been there for two hours with numerous guys and queens coming in to congratulate the bride and grab a drink or a seat, whichever presented itself.


“You guys are the worst,” she snapped at her party. “You didn’t even leave the last drink for me.”


“Relax, shug,” Abigail quickly added as she deposited Sophie into the booth. “You let lil ol’ Trixie handle this. Why, I’ll be faster than a cheetah on roller skates.”


“Oh, my God, I love you, Trixie,” Sophie said, all the tension dissolving immediately. “You’re the best. I wish you were around more often.”


Abigail tried not to take that personally as she released herself from Sophie’s strong grip, promising to find Jordanne. She briefly scanned the crowd for the purple mohawk but didn’t see the harm in getting some water for herself first.


Sitting at the bar for a few minutes, Abigail sucked the last bit of water out of the paper straw and held the now all-ice cup to her forehead. Cautious not to disappear for too long—lest she be labeled a lazy bridesmaid or, worse, a bad friend—Abigail took in one more Zen-like breath before executing a quarter spin on her barstool.


“Oh, hello. Again.”


That stupid smirk.


God!


“You. What are you?” Abigail said before realizing she’d abandoned Southern hospitality in favor of East Coast glib in her anger and surprise. “I mean, what’re y’all doin’ here?”


“It’s a bar,” he stated. His bemused expression enraged her. The man with The Muppet shirt on was staring at her like she was a petulant child.


“I know it’s a bar. Listen, if y’all don’t have nothin’ nice to say, then just git outta my way.”


“I should get out of your way? Seems like I can’t turn around without running into that Smurf ‘do.” He pointed at her wig as Abigail blew a few sweat-soaked strands out of her eyes. “Although colored hair pieces seem to be in abundance. It kind of looks like there’s a Trolls reunion in here tonight.”


Abigail clenched her jaw, pleading with her brain to say something clever. When that failed, she settled on a swift exit. Abigail stepped off the barstool, ready to walk back to the booth with her dignity intact, but life had other plans. The tip of her right platform boot hooked the footrest as all her weight headed toward the stranger.


Christ, can’t I even get a small win here?


She looked up at the smug man who was the only thing standing between her face and a floor covered in confetti. Abigail met his wide grin with a half-hearted nod before releasing his solid forearms. Regaining her footing, she began shuffling away once more.


“Hey, look,” he said, stepping in front of her. His eyes had changed slightly, displaying a warmth that had been missing earlier. Or maybe it was the strobe lights and alcohol. Abigail couldn’t tell. “If you’re going to hate me and go back to your little hen party over there to spill all the details on how you met some pompous prick in the women’s bathroom, then you might as well know who you’re hating. I’m Nate.” He wiped his hand that was now covered in body glitter on his distressed black denim before extending it to her.


Just smile and nod politely, and this guy will be out of your blue hair in no time.


Abigail looked around the club, somehow hoping to find reassurance in the crowd. That’s when her eyes suddenly caught sight of an uncovered vagina that came out to play after its owner lifted her hands over her head as she bounced to a remix of Britney’s Piece of Me atop one of the tables.


“I’m Trampie . . . Trixie! Damn,” Abigail said, stomping her foot as her hand involuntarily went to her forehead, displacing her wig in the process.


“Your name’s Trampie?” Nate asked, pulling back his hand. “Now I know you’re a queen.”


“It’s not. It’s Trixie. From Tennessee. Oh, forget it. Have a nice life and . . . have a nice life.” She beelined it for the sanctuary that had become Resting Bitch Place. Knowing she wasn’t getting out of there anytime soon; Abigail did what any level-headed girl named Trampie would.


She drank and danced her ass off.
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Abigail stood in her small walk-in closet, feeling completely naked and exposed, despite being fully dressed for her big day. Not only was she starting at a new school, but she couldn’t hide behind her armor of art supplies.


Her paintbrushes and colorful acrylics had been replaced with the most depressing reading list she’d ever encountered. She had no idea whether titles like With Every Drop of Blood, The Yearling, and Romeo and Juliet were assigned to her class by Updike or if it was the universe continuing its sick joke, but either way, they ensured Abigail would remain attached to the themes of death and destruction.


At least for the next nine months.


She couldn’t even console herself with the lame “but I’m a good teacher” argument, lest the internet or seventeen fifteen-year-olds from the neighboring campus prove her wrong.


But she had her syllabus, her summit training—which mostly consisted of Updike chiding the teachers on everything from incorporating participation into their grades to the lack of after-school involvement—and a(nother) shot at a respectable, stable income for the first time in her life.


Abigail was increasingly aware of the latter after her credit card got denied when she tried to purchase a first-day-of-school ensemble at the new boutique on Market. A quick check of her account told her what she already knew: spending three hundred and twenty-seven dollars at an overpriced supper club to drink away a maddening encounter with a man was the kind of activity reserved for those who already received their paychecks via direct deposit.


Yes, today was sink or swim. She was either going to emerge a bona fide Excelsior Primm faculty member, or she was going to spend the year chasing down substitute teacher positions in Amish Country.


Exhaling, she reviewed her look for any imperfections. The second-hand shop hadn’t been her first choice, but since quitting Cup + Canvas to focus on the summit training, it was the best she could do. The place had turned up a pale pink blouse that was not too low cut and light cream pants that were neither too tight nor too transparent. She knew this because she spent a good five minutes bending, twisting, and squatting in the dressing room to be sure another Sanctus shitshow wasn’t imminent.


Abigail nervously thumbed the cursive “A” that hung from a delicate gold chain around her neck. It was a gift Charles had given Grace on her thirty-fifth birthday, the year she was pregnant with Abigail. The pair didn’t share the same first initial, but they shared the necklace until it became the sole possession of Abigail by default. While it might have been nice to rely on the college fund her dad always talked about, or even a bit of the life insurance payout her mom used to reference from time to time before she eventually dropped the subject entirely, Grace’s penchant for spending ensured neither were available now. Instead, Abigail basked in the few possessions she did have. This included Charles’s vast book collection, along with the necklace and a few other trinkets that didn’t have to be sold off to cover Grace’s credit card debts upon her death.


She watched as the charm’s angles caught the fluorescent light. Abigail looked . . . presentable. She had prepared well for this fresh start and had managed to pull off a decent first-day look.


The preparation she’d put into the reading list was even more impressive. Abigail vowed she’d do whatever it took to avoid the panic she’d felt at Excelsior Sanctum. For her, that meant re-reading, researching and analyzing four books in three weeks. Yes, it was overkill (Mathilda’s favorite word—and form of death), but as her dad used to say, “Knowledge is the source of all power, Abigail. It’s like a garden: if it isn’t nurtured, it cannot grow. And what are we?”


The proper response was “We are Gardners.”


She fingered the necklace once more as she swallowed hard, trying to stave off the sadness that was creeping over her. She thought about her parents and all the comments she’d received recently about how proud they would have been of her. She was following in her father’s footsteps, after all, whether she liked it or not.


Abigail knew these remarks were meant to be encouraging. Distant relatives took it upon themselves to remind her how thrilled Grace and Charles would have been whenever something good happened to her. Like they were supernatural ambassadors who were assigned to convey a special message from beyond the grave. Like the pair simply couldn’t get to a phone or were stuck in a foreign land.


No parents on the first day of school.


It was a childish thought, she knew. She was the teacher now. She was the adult.


Mercifully, her phone pinged. It was Quinn, Abigail’s close friend from her own prep-school days. He’d been a savior during their respective single-sex schools’ freshmen welcome week dance, coming into her life at a time when she needed someone the most. Just eight months after her father had passed.




I know you don’t need it, but I wanted to wish you good luck today. “May your troubles be less, and your blessings be more, and may nothing but happiness come through your (classroom) door.”


Pretty slick, huh? Can’t wait to hear about it tonight! Just remember to smile and you’ll be fine. The Kellys are pulling for ya! ☺





Abigail’s heart warmed. If there were ever a dysfunctional family to love, it was the Kellys. She had become the fifth wheel in their foursome. Pre-college summers were spent at their Martha’s Vineyard cottage where the Kellys entertained. Nights typically ended with Mr. Kelly playing piano as Mrs. Kelly—a once-prominent Manhattan lounge singer who settled into a supporting role as The Professor’s Wife—sang the sweetest renditions of hits by Billie Holiday and Etta James. Quinn and Abigail spent most of their time at the beach, with his then-sister, Avery, often tagging along.


See? There are people who believe in you. Who know you can do this. You know you can do this.


“I can do this,” Abigail said to Brutus, her voice a little wobbly. She grabbed her bag, and she was off. Taking her first steps as Ms. Gardner, literature teacher at Excelsior Primm. Striding into the sunrise on the first day of school.


[image: ]




Abigail’s hands shook as the mass of newly minted sixth graders filed into her classroom—a space she’d filled with colorful sketches from some of their reading list’s most noteworthy scenes. She pressed her palms into the desk, hoping no one would notice her knuckles whitening as she tried to stop the tremble.


She was immediately struck by how young these kids looked. Their baby faces were such a drastic departure from the sophomores, the last kids to issue her blank stares and eye rolls. Most hadn’t entered their awkward phase yet and still resembled the cherubic children their parents would always remember them as.


“Good morning, class,” she began, trying to steady her voice. “My name is Ms. Gardner and I’m your literature teacher. You certainly have some wonderful and challenging reading ahead of you, but I’m sure you can handle it. You’re quite advanced to be reading books typically assigned to junior high or even high schoolers, I should know.”


She silently chided herself for that last personal tidbit, but no one seemed to notice.


“I’m really looking forward to getting to know you, and I hope you’ll enjoy the exciting work we’re going to jump into. So, let’s start with attendance.”


The sheet in front of her looked more like a Scrabble scorecard than a list of East Philly kids’ names. She was struck by the number of inherited family monikers. Long-held family monikers. There was a John, a Henry, a John Henry Prichard III. They were joined by a George Stephen III, Marshall Franklin III, and William Benjamin IV, who wanted to go by Willy BJ, which she quickly shot down.


Good to see the patriarchy is alive and well.


Then there were the modern names that sounded more like descriptions and feelings than children.


“Peace?”


“Here.”


“Birdie?”


“Here.”


“Honor?”


“Yup.”


“Dieter? Dieter?”


“He’s not here,” one of the legacy kids pointed out. A double-check of the day’s absentee list confirmed this fact.


Absent on the first day of school? How odd. A European vacation must’ve run long or something.


“I thought we’d start the year off with a real classic, Shake-speare’s Romeo and Juliet.” Abigail held her copy up like a poor man’s Vanna White. The suggestion was instantly met with groans and seat shifting. “Now, Romeo and Juliet is an interesting play—a tragedy, really—because we know from the beginning how it’s going to end.”


“I know how it’s going to end,” John Henry III said as he fidgeted with the cuff on his uniform blazer. “I saw the movie.”


He looks like he’s literally trying to unhook himself from Shakespeare.


“It’s kind of a crazy story,” added Reese, Birdie’s obviously identical twin sister. “The whole time you’re waiting for these two people to get together but they can’t because they die.”


More groans ensued as a boy in the back dramatically slammed his forehead onto his copy.


“Relax, everyone, Reese didn’t ruin anything. The Chorus actually tells you that these two will meet their demise in the Prologue, the opening of the book.” Abigail made her way to the boy and patted him on the shoulder. “That’s what I was alluding to. This play is very different from many others because they tell us the ending up front.”
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