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            Chapter One

            Almost Summer

         

         
            
               
                  It’s almost summer.

                  I’m almost fourteen.

               

               
                  Last week, Mum caught me

                  playing with Barbies.

                  And if you think I wanted to crawl into a hole and die,

                  you are right.

               

               
                  THEN,

                  I had a dream I needed the toilet.

                  It felt so real.

                  I wet the bed.

               

               
                  Woke up.

                  Warm, wet puddle.

                  Cheeks burning.

                  Heart beating through my skin.

               

               
                  Balled up the sheets;

                  tiptoed to the laundry;

                  shoved them in the machine.

               

               
                  Mum didn’t ask why I changed my linen at six a.m.

                  She just said,

                  “Good job tidying up, Billie.”8

               

               
                  I didn’t volunteer the information.

               

               
                  But she definitely knows.

               

               
                  This summer

                  I’ll grow up.
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                  For as long as I can remember,

                  Summer has meant one thing.

                  Pearl Beach.

                  Dad’s ancient aunty has a house there.

                  She doesn’t ever use it anymore,

                  just stays in her mansion in Vaucluse.

                  So,

                  when the final school bell rings,

                  we pack everything but the kitchen sink

                  and head off.

               

               
                  Pearl is everything to me.

                  I learnt how to swim in that ocean pool,

                  Dad taught me to boogie board on those waves.

                  Pearl is French-toast breakfasts

                  and lazy mornings on the porch swing.

                  It’s late-night paddling down by the creek.

                  It’s greasy sausages and burnt onions

                  wrapped into the softest, whitest bread.

               

               
                  It’s Andy.9

               

               
                  Andy started coming when she was six.

                  She drives down with her family

                  all the way from Melbourne.

                  They stay at the caravan park in a tent.

                  Her parents are free range.

                  Mine are more hovercraft.

               

               
                  Andy and I met on the beach

                  down by the rock pools.

                  She was collecting shells,

                  I was looking for crabs.

                  She spotted a starfish,

                  and squealed with delight.

                  We examined it together

                  and the rest is history.

               

               
                  We don’t talk much during the year.

                  We used to send letters when we were younger

                  with smelly stickers and glitter stuffed into the envelopes.

                  But usually,

                  we just wait for the summers.

               

               
                  Sometimes Andy gets sick of camping

                  and comes to sleep on the trundle under my bed.

                  We talk about what we’re really afraid of

                  like someone we love going missing

                  and climate change destroying the world.

                  But we also sing in stupid voices

                  and watch dumb clips on YouTube.

               

               
                  Sometimes I get sick of my parents

                  and come sleep at the campsite with her.10

                  We take sleeping bags onto the beach to look at the stars

                  and talk about all the things we will do when we grow up.

               

               
                  Mum isn’t always so happy about me sleeping at the campsite.

                  “Does Louisa actually keep track of you girls?”

                  she asks.

                  Louisa does not keep track at all.

                  She sits on her camping chair and reads

                  and sometimes has a beer.

               

               
                  I do not say this to Mum.

               

               
                  I’m excited to see Andy.

                  It’s not like I don’t have friends at school,

                  I do.

                  But there is something special about summer friends.

               

               
                  She knows all my secrets.

                  (Not that I have many.)

                  We have breakfast most days at mine

                  then change into our swimmers

                  and run down the path to the beach.

                  We spend the mornings swimming

                  and sometimes I read.

                  I love to read

                  and write.

                  And Andy loves to daydream.

                  Sometimes my brother Sam hangs out with us.

                  He’s eleven.11

               

               
                  Most girls I know hate their brothers

                  but Sam’s okay.

               

               
                  But maybe this year, now that we’re thirteen,

                  we’ll be too old for that.

               

               
                  After all,

                  I’m not a little kid anymore

                  and this is the summer

                  I’ll grow up.
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                  It’s the last day of school.

                  And already,

                  it’s a hot summer.

                  My legs stick to the plastic classroom chair.

               

               
                  3.14 p.m.

               

               
                  Sixteen minutes till freedom.

               

               
                  I like school.

                  Well, that’s not strictly true.

                  I like English and history.

               

               
                  I don’t have a maths brain.

                  “You just need to apply yourself,”

                  Mum says.

                  But she has a maths brain12

                  so she doesn’t get it.

                  Dad has a maths brain too.

                  He has such a maths brain,

                  that he became an accountant.

               

               
                  Not sure where I came from.

               

               
                  3.21 p.m.

               

               
                  Ms Allen is talking about our summer homework.

                  Everyone is groaning.

                  No one

                  would have groaned at Ms Allen at the beginning of Year Seven.

               

               
                  I think our summer homework is cool

                  (though I would die before admitting it).

               

               
                  We have to find someone interesting over the summer

                  and interview them.

                  “It doesn’t have to be a famous person

                  or anything like that.

                  Could be your grandparent

                  or the postie

                  or your cousin’s best friend.

                  It doesn’t matter who it is,”

                  Ms Allen says,

                  “But find out what gives their life meaning.”

               

               
                  Obviously,

                  I’ll interview Andy.13

               

               
                  3.30 p.m.

               

               
                  The shrill of the bell

                  the shriek of the class

                  boys fist pumping

                  girls hugging

                  even though

                  it’s           way too hot

                  for hugs.

               

               
                  Year Seven is over.

                  Now the summer can begin.
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                  I say goodbye to Chloe and Mimi.

                  They are my school best friends.

                  We hug

                  (even though it’s too hot)

                  and promise to text over the summer.

               

               
                  Mimi and I met in Drama Club.

                  She introduced me to Chloe

                  who she knew from her primary school.

                  Most of the girls in Year Seven

                  wear eyeliner and foundation

                  even though we aren’t supposed to.

                  Mimi and Chloe aren’t into make-up yet.

                  That suits me.14

               

               
                  But maybe now that I’m almost fourteen,

                  I’ll start liking make-up?

               

               
                  In term four

                  most of the girls wore bikinis for surf lifesaving

                  even though it said on the form we weren’t allowed.

                  Chloe, Mimi and I wore our Speedo one-pieces.

               

               
                  But maybe now that I’m almost fourteen,

                  I should buy a bikini?

               

               
                  “We’ll miss you, Billie!”

                  they say.

                  I’ve told them about Pearl

                  so they know I’ll be away most of the break.

                  We give each other one last goodbye

                  and I run to make my bus.

               

               
                  Mum wants to leave for Pearl tonight.

               

               
                  The bus takes half an hour.

                  It’s full of after-school kids

                  ready to take on the summer.

                  A strong waft of body odour fills my nostrils.

                  I discreetly sniff my pits

                  to make sure it’s not me.

                  (It isn’t.)

                  The kids on the bus are either shouting

                  or singing

                  or sitting quietly on their phones.

                  Chloe and Mimi aren’t on my bus15

                  so I’m staring out the window

                  sweating behind my knees

                  and daydreaming

                  about Pearl.

               

               
                  Mum has packed the car when I get home.

                  She’s sitting in the driver’s seat

                  honking her horn.

                  Sam sits in the back, ready to go.

                  His knees are nearly up to his chin and

                  he has a stack of stuff squished under him.

                  The car is always chockers on the way to Pearl.

               

               
                  Mum waves madly.

                  She’s the ‘enthusiastic sort’.

                  I used to love it

                  but lately, it’s been a bit cringe.

               

               
                  “Come on, Bill, get changed and let’s get going.”

                  I run inside and dash to the bathroom.

                  My undies feel sweaty from the bus

                  my school dress is stuck to my skin

                  I have to peel it off my shoulders.

                  I sit down on the toilet.

                  It isn’t sweat on my undies.

                  It’s a smear of blood.

               

               
                  My stomach does a little flip

                  And my heart beats a little faster.

                  I only got my period for the first time in June

                  I don’t use tampons or moon cups yet.16

               

               
                  This little smear means no swimming for the next few days.

                  Heat rises into my face.

                  “Billie! Hurry up!”

                  Mum calls.

                  I rip a pad out of its wrapper

                  with such anger

                  you’d think it was responsible for the blood.

                  I change into my shorts and T-shirt

                  and run back out to the car,

                  the bitumen burning the soles of my feet.

                  I try to forget about the smear of blood

                  stick my headphones deep into my ears

                  and let the music pump through my body.

               

               
                  Summer has begun.
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            Chapter Two

            The Yatch

         

         
            
               
                  The house at Pearl is called Yatzchka.

               

               
                  There is a sign next to the door

                  an old embossed wooden thing

                  which spells out the name in clear block letters.

                  Most of the houses at Pearl have names

                  but normal ones.

                  Like

                  The Elizabeth

                  or

                  The Dorset.

               

               
                  Not like Yatzchka.

               

               
                  It’s a bit of a mouthful honestly.

                  So, for as long as I can remember

                  we’ve just called it

                  The Yatch.

               

               
                  Dad’s old Aunty Edith who owns the house, named it.

                  Something to do with                 “the old country”

                  whatever that means.

               

               
                  The Yatch has as much personality as any person I’ve ever met

                  her showers leak18

                  and the kitchen taps shriek when you try and turn them too fast.

                  Her garden is overgrown and wild

                  with a lemon tree spilling its fruits all over the grass.

                  Her beds squeak when you sit on them

                  and you could sink into her couch and never be found

                  but there is nowhere better to have a nap

                  in the whole wide world

                  than that front porch swing.

               

               
                  Pearl isn’t far

                  only an hour and a half by car.

                  But it feels like another world.

                  I stare out the window as the landscape changes

                  from city traffic

                  to speeding freeway

                  to lush greenery

                  and dry bush

                  until finally,

                  we can hear                the waves.

                  “I hope Dad packed the boogie boards,”

                  Mum mutters to herself.

                  Dad isn’t coming with us this summer.

                  He had to go to Japan for a work thing.

                  He packed the car for us last night

                  and left for the airport this morning

                  so it’s just me, Sam and Mum this year.

               

               
                  “Honey, I’m home!”

                  Mum calls out to no one

                  when we pull up out front.19

               

               
                  Sam and I look at each other

                  and roll our eyes

                  but we both smile.

               

               
                  After all,

                  we are home.
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                  Andy won’t arrive for a couple of days

                  which is good in a way.

                  I have time to settle into the house.

                  To re-introduce myself.

               

               
                  Mum unlocks the door with a rusty old key

                  that looks like a relic from an antique shop

                  and in we go.

               

               
                  You can see the dust particles floating through the air

                  and ribbons of sunlight streaming onto the wooden floors

                  through the thick embroidered curtains.

                  Mum goes through to the kitchen to turn the fridge on

                  Sam runs through the back door to find the lemons.

                  He’s our lemonade guy.

               

               
                  And me?

               

               
                  I head up the creaky wooden staircase

                  (no sneaking out quietly from The Yatch)

                  and go into my room.

                  It’s exactly as I remember it.

                  Sand between the grains in the floorboards.20

               

               
                  An oil painting of a single sunflower hanging on the wall.

                  A lopsided bed pushed up against the window

                  for maximum night-time breeze action.

               

               
                  In case you hadn’t guessed,

                  The Yatch does not have air conditioning.

               

               
                  I start pulling the important things out my backpack.

                  My journal

                  my book

                  my airpods

                  Myrtle.

               

               
                  Myrtle is a mouse

                  I have slept with since I was a kid.

                  I have Myrtle and Andy has Myra.

               

               
                  Maybe this summer though,

                  I’ll get rid of Myrtle?

               

               
                  Now that I’m growing up.

               

               
                  I hear the stairs creak.

                  Someone’s coming.

                  Mum stands at my door with a pile of linen

                  and tells me to get started on making the beds.

                  We don’t bring our normal linen to Pearl

                  it’s all the odds and ends from the bottom of the laundry cupboard.

                  And even though it gets a double rinse spin cycle at the end of the summer21

               

               
                  I still find sand on my sheets every year

                  before I’ve even been to the beach.

               

               
                  “Mum?” I say in my softest voice.

                  “Can you buy some pads when you go to the supermarket?”

                  I know I should be all girl power and body love

                  and not embarrassed about my period

               

               
                  But I am.

               

               
                  “Do you want me to get some tampons for you to try?”

                  Mum asks tentatively.

                  “Or a pair of those special period swimmers?

                  If we order them online, they’ll be here by Monday.”

                  I shake my head a little too violently.

                  I’m not great at playing it cool.

               

               
                  Tampons are out of the question

                  and the period swimmers?

                  They freak me out.

                  I don’t want to be shark bait

                  with the scent of blood on my body.

                  “No, thanks, I don’t feel like swimming,”

                  I lie.

                  “I have to do some holiday homework anyway this week.”

                  Mum raises an eyebrow.

                  “If you’re sure,”

                  she replies

                  and walks out the room.

               

               
                  I grab my journal and pens22

                  shout a goodbye to Mum and Sam

                  and meander slowly down the path

                  to the beach.

               

               
                  You can access the beach in two directions from The Yatch.

                  Out the front door,

                  straight down the street,

                  take a right,

                  then a left

                  and then you’re there.

               

               
                  Or you can take

                  the garden path.

               

               
                  There is a hidden gate

                  at the back of the overgrown garden.

                  The latch is mottled orange and green with rust

                  and you have to give it a hard yank to open

                  but once you get through

                  you’ll be in bush for a minute or two

                  and then down by the roaring of the waves.

               

               
                  I head to my favourite spot

                  on the south side of the beach,

                  right near the rock pools.

                  There is a patch of shade on the sand from the overhanging rocks

                  and it’s a good vantage point for watching the crabs scuttle about.

               

               
                  All these years later

                  I still like searching for crabs.23

               

               
                  I run the sand through my fingers.

                  It feels coarse and grainy

                  and wonderfully familiar.

               

               
                  It’s nearly dark and there aren’t many families left out here

                  just the fishermen

                  people walking their dogs

                  and a few locals in the pool

                  swimming their evening laps.

               

               
                  I open my notebook and start doodling

                  and writing questions for Andy,

                  my interview subject.

                  What’s the most meaningful thing you’ve done?

                  I write

                  in my neatest cursive.

                  Who’s the most important person in your life?

               

               
                  I secretly hope she’ll say                  me.

               

               
                  The stars start to appear

                  so I dust off my shorts

                  and head back up the garden path

                  looking forward to my first Pearl lemonade

                  made by Sam

                  just for us.24
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            Chapter Three

            Edith

         

         
            
               
                  “There’s been a change of plans,”

                  Mum calls from downstairs.

               

               
                  Here I am,

                  thinking

                  sausages instead of burgers for dinner,

                  down to the river

                  instead of down to the sea.

               

               
                  I’m thinking

                  of Sam taking my room

                  so he can have the morning light to paint

                  or

                  staying home tonight to watch a movie

                  instead of going to the cinema.

               

               
                  “What is it?”

                  I call back.

                  Running my finger along the window sill

                  engraving my name in the dust

               

               
                  Mum plods up the stairs.

               

               
                  Those stairs are so loud

                  you’d hear a mouse26

                  tiptoeing

                  to find some cheese.

               

               
                  “Aunt Edith has decided

                  instead of spending a couple of days here

                  this summer,

                  she’d like to join us

                  for the whole time.”

               

               
                  My skin goes cold.

               

               
                  The particles of sun

                  seem suspended

                  in the light.

               

               
                  Edith.

               

               
                  I go clammy

                  when she enters a room.

               

               
                  I never know what to say.

               

               
                  I think about the words too much

                  before they make it out

                  and then they get stuck in my brain.

               

               
                  Edith is a Holocaust survivor.

               

               
                  How can I talk about

                  weather               school              snacks

                  with someone who has seen

                  such horrific things?27

               

               
                  I never really knew what the Holocaust was

                  until this year.

                  We learnt about it in history.

               

               
                  Can’t unsee the pictures they showed us.

                  Little children

                  with cheekbones protruding out of their tiny faces

                  terror in their eyes.

               

               
                  Truthfully

                  I often forget

                  that it’s her house

                  that feels like my summer friend.

                  Her beds

                  that we sweat onto each year.

                  Her wild lemons

                  that we crush

                  and squeeze

                  and twist

                  into sickly sweet syrups;

                  cheek puckeringly sour

                  lemonade.

               

               
                  “She gets so lonely.

                  It’ll be good for her

                  to be in a busy house;

                  to be part of the action.”

               

               
                  The only action I want to be a part of

                  involves Andy

                  and the beach

                  not a ninety-something-year-old woman28

                  whose presence makes my tongue

                  go              dead fish              in my mouth.

               

               
                  “Okay,”

                  I say softly,

                  going back to my dust art.

               

               
                  “Billie.”

                  Mum looks at me,

                  creaks into the bedroom,

                  sits down beside me.

               

               
                  “I know you find being around her tough,

                  but she’s a normal person.

                  Maybe you can

                  put                a bit                more effort in

                  this summer?”

               

               
                  I try not to roll my eyes

                  but they somehow land up

                  at the back of my head.

               

               
                  “Yes, Mum,”

                  I say,

                  and turn towards the window.

                  Mum sighs

                  and creaks off the bed.

                  “Dinner’s in five,”

                  she calls

                  and plods back down

                  the world’s noisiest stairs.29

               

               
                  Dinner is burgers.

                  And after

                  the long drive,

                  burning sun,

                  thick summer air

                  we are ravenous.

               

               
                  I pile my plate with hot chips

                  and squeeze a small mountain of ketchup

                  onto them.

                  Sam is rambling

                  about his plans for a lemonade stand

                  for the end of the summer.

                  “But this year,

                  we aren’t just doing lemonade,”

                  he says excitedly

                  his mouth stuffed with pickles.

                  “This year, we’re doing all lemon goods.

                  Just think!

                  Lemon curd

                  lemon donuts

                  lemon bars

                  lemon pie

                  lemon cake.

                  The list goes on, really.

                  I’m calling the stall

                  When Life Gives You Lemons!”

                  Mum laughs.

                  “Sounds like a big project, Sammy.

                  I reckon you can do it.”

                  Mum’s right.30

               

               
                  Sam is weirdly capable

                  for someone who’s only just turned eleven.

                  “Do you have any big plans for the summer, Billie?”

                  Sam looks at me.

                  “Not really,”

                  I say,

                  swirling the ketchup and mayonnaise

                  under my fork.

                  “I mean

                  I do have this summer assignment

                  to interview someone about their life.”

                  “Ooh! Ooh!”

                  Sam yells enthusiastically.

                  “You should interview Edith!

                  She’s had a really interesting life.

                  And I’m sure your teacher would love it.”

               

               
                  Sammy reminds me of a golden retriever.

                  Super eager

                  and an indiscriminate desire to please.

                  “Thanks, Sam,

                  but I’m going to ask Andy.”

               

               
                  We clear our plates into the dishwasher

                  and Mum pulls Cornettos out an Esky.

                  Sam and I play cards

                  letting the ice cream drip sticky mess onto our hands

                  and then our wrists

                  as we slam our palms down onto the table

                  and make sets of clubs and hearts.31

               

               
                  Eventually,

                  the moon a thin slice in the deep velvet night,

                  Mum sends Sam up to bed.

               

               
                  Sam is still little enough

                  to have a strict bedtime

                  but I’m too old

                  for all that kind of stuff.

               

               
                  Go up to my room,

                  toss and turn.

                  Grains of sand in the sheets

                  nestling in behind my knees.

               

               
                  After what feels like hours

                  I grab my pillow and blankets

                  head out into the garden.

                  Wrap myself in the duvet

                  like a sausage in a bun

                  and sink into the grass.

               

               
                  The sky burns

                  with a thousand stars,

                  the kind

                  you’d never know existed

                  if you never left the city.

                  The kind you can almost

                  reach out and pluck.

               

               
                  I think about what Sam said.

                  About interviewing Edith.32

               

               
                  Maybe he’s onto something.

                  Maybe my teacher would like it.

                  Maybe it would be something a bit different

                  to everyone else.

               

               
                  Maybe

                  if I can figure out how to talk to her

                  without losing my words

                  I’ll do it.

               

               
                  The next morning

                  the sun peeks out from behind the clouds

                  and the morning dew

                  has soaked through the grass

                  and onto my faded duvet.

               

               
                  Out front,

                  the gravel crunches

                  under the wheels of a car.

               

               
                  Edith has arrived.
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                  Mum has gone all out for breakfast.

                  Fried eggs sizzle in browning butter

                  and pancakes are flipped and drizzled

                  in thick maple syrup.

               

               
                  No stale cornflakes today.33

               

               
                  Edith walks through the front door

                  a yellow walking stick clinking on the ground.

                  “My Billie, my Sammy,”

                  she says,

                  and we walk towards her

                  for the obligatory hugs.

               

               
                  “Aunty Edith.

                  It’s so great you’re here!”

               

               
                  Sam.

                  He has always been    much    better

                  with Edith

                  than me.

               

               
                  She wraps us both in a hug.

                  She feels

                  fragile and breakable;

                  an antique vase.

               

               
                  Mum lugs Edith’s suitcase into the house behind her.

                  “Sammy, you come and help me set the table.

                  Billie, can you please settle Edith into her room?”

               

               
                  I nod,

                  gulp.

               

               
                  Cornered.

               

               
                  I take the bag from Mum

                  and lead Edith into the front room

                  on the ground floor.34

               

               
                  The light in the room is dim

                  so, I tug the curtains open.

                  Ribbons of sunlight

                  stream in

                  onto the floor.

               

               
                  “It is good to be here,”

                  Edith says,

                  and walks around.

                  It is immaculately clean.

                  Pillows fluffed,

                  sheets tightly tucked

                  marigold yellow quilt

                  folded over the bed’s edge.

                  “You know,

                  Karl and I used to come here

                  every summer?

                  This place.

                  It holds so many memories.”

                  I want to say,

                  “For me too, Edith,”

                  but my mouth stays in a tight smile

                  so, I nod and unzip the suitcase.

                  “I am going to the restroom.

                  Do me a favour?

                  Unpack that pink toiletry bag

                  into my bedside table?”

                  Edith grabs her yellow stick

                  and hobbles back into the corridor.

               

               
                  I take the pink satin bag

                  and hold it in my hands.35

               

               
                  It smells like roses

                  and baby powder.

                  The fabric slips through my fingers

                  like a wet fish.

               

               
                  I pull out her face cream

                  hand lotion

                  small roll of deodorant

                  pink pill box

                  and lay them out on the bedside table.

                  No,

                  I think.

                  Maybe the drawer is better.

                  Less clutter.

               

               
                  Like all the cupboards in The Yatch

                  the bedside drawer is jammed

                  and I jiggle and tug and pry

                  until I finally wiggle it open.

               

               
                  If it takes me this much effort,

                  probably not a good idea for Edith.

               

               
                  But before I shut it,

                  something catches my eye.

                  A folded photo.

                  The crease itself

                  so time-worn

                  it looks like it’s been

                  folded and unfolded

                  thousands of times.36

               

               
                  I open it.

               

               
                  A mother and a small child

                  sit on a pier

                  legs dangling

                  into a lake.

               

               
                  The child is squinting

                  a wide open smile

                  into the sunshine.

                  The mother’s hair,

                  wet and heavy,

                  over her shoulders.

                  She looks at the camera

                  with a shy, secret smile.

                  I turn the photo over

                  and a caption on the back says

                  Sala i Edith, Zakopane, 1935.

               

               
                  “I see you have found my mother.”

                  Edith stands at the door

                  smiling widely.

                  “She would have loved it here,”

                  she says,

                  shuffling towards the bed

                  and sitting beside me.

                  “We went to that lake every summer.”

                  She takes the hand cream from the tabletop

                  opens the tin,

                  rubs it into her skin.37

               

               
                  “Heaven, absolute heaven,”

                  she continues.

                  “I always think that’s perhaps why

                  I love it so much here.

                  The water

                  has always reminded me

                  of her.”

                  She takes my hand.

                  “Would you like some of this cream?

                  It is beautiful.

                  And you must take care of your skin

                  from when you are young.

                  Don’t wait until you are all crinkled

                  like me.”

               

               
                  I don’t understand.

               

               
                  concentration camp                                                    murder

                                                 death

                  refugee                               torture                     starvation

               

               
                  do not go with

               

               
                  heavenly lake water         and        the importance of

                                                                         hand cream.

               

               
                  I nod.

                  She scoops some cream onto her fingers,

                  gently rubs it

                  into my palms.

                  Her hands are warm38

                  and surprisingly firm

                  as she rubs the lotion

                  into my skin.

               

               
                  “Now,

                  I need to have a lie-down.

                  But later

                  I will need an escort

                  to the General Store.

                  Your mother does not think

                  I should be walking alone.

                  Are you available?”

               

               
                  Pearl is about Andy

                  and the sun

                  and the beach.

               

               
                  But,

                  “Sure,”

                  I say

                  and she squeezes my hand

                  slips off her loafers

                  and shoos me off her bed.
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