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For Karin and Rob Leuthy and all our Creeches








 






Dear Mr Birkway,





So. Here it is: my summer journal. As you can see, I got a little carried away.


The problem is this, though. I don’t want you to read it.


I really mean it. I just wanted you to know I did it. I didn’t want you to think I was one of those kids who says, “Oh yeah, I did it, but I lost it/my dog ate it/my little brother dropped it in the toilet.”


But please PLEEEASSSE DON’T READ IT! How was I to know all this stuff was going to happen this summer? I just thought it was going to be a great ole lazy summer. How was I to know Carl Ray would come to town and turn everything into an odyssey? Sigh.


PLEASE DON’T READ IT. I mean it.




Sincerely,


Mary Lou Finney









Tuesday, June 12



I wish someone would tell me exactly what a journal is. I asked my mother and she just said, “Well, it’s like a diary only different.” That helps. She was going to explain more, but Mrs Furtz (the lady who just moved in across the street) called to say that my brother Dennis was throwing eggs at her house, and my mother went berserk so she didn’t finish telling me. How am I supposed to write a journal if I don’t even know what one is?


I wouldn’t be doing this anyway, except that Mrs Zollar asked me to. She’s an English teacher. She asked us to keep a journal this summer and bring it in (in September) to our new English teacher.


So, new English teacher, I guess I better say who I am. My name is Mary Lou Finney, but you will know that already, I guess, if I give this to you with my name on the front. I live at 4059 Buxton Road in Easton, Ohio. I have a normally-strange family. Here’s our cast of characters, so to speak:


Sam Finney (whose age I am not allowed to tell you) is the father. He is a pretty regular father. Sometimes he likes us and sometimes we drive him crazy. When we are driving him crazy, he usually goes out in the garden and pulls some weeds. When he is at work, he is a geologist and spends his days drawing maps.


Sally Finney (whose age I am also not allowed to tell you or anyone else) is the mother. She also is a pretty regular mother. Sometimes she drools all over us and sometimes she asks my father if there isn’t something he can do about us. When we are driving her crazy, she usually cries a little. When she is at work, she is an oral historian and spends her days tape-recording stories that elderly people tell her. I think that by the time she gets home to us she is a little tired of hearing people talk.


Maggie Finney (seventeen years old) is the oldest daughter. She’s my sister. She is your basic boy-crazy, fingernail-painting, mopey ole sister with whom I have the misfortune of sharing a room. She does not like me to touch her things.


Mary Lou Finney (thirteen years old) is the next oldest. That’s me. I don’t know what I am. I am waiting to find out.


Dennis Finney (twelve years old) is the kind of brother who will climb a tree with you one minute and tell on you the next. He gets in a fair amount of trouble (such as getting caught throwing eggs on Mrs Furtz’s house, breaking windows with apples, etc), but he is OK other than that.


Doug Finney (better known as Dougie) (eight years old) sort of gets lost in the middle of everyone else. He’s skinny as anything and mostly just follows everybody else around. He’s quiet and more serious than the rest of us, so nobody minds him tagging along, but he calls himself the “poor little slob”.


Tommy Finney (four years old) is the spoiled baby-type kid. We think he’s cute as anything, and so he gets away with murder. He’s the messiest eater you’ve ever seen.


You can see that my parents did a cute thing with initials there. Maggie and Mary Lou. Dennis and Doug. Get it? I think it has something to do with them being Sally and Sam. Tommy was an accident and he was going to be David, but my mom said, “Let’s start a new initial,” and my father groaned. It’s a little joke, you see. My father does not want any more T’s. He has his hands full with us I think.


This journal is not as hard as I thought. I just hope I am doing it right. It would be terrible to do it all summer and then take it in and have someone look at it and say, “Oh, but this isn’t a journal, dear.”


I tried to ask Mrs Zollar a million questions about the journal when she gave it to us, but Alex Cheevey kept giving me funny looks, and after class he said, “Geez. We don’t want to know too much about it. Then we’ll have to do it right. Can’t you ever keep quiet?”


And now I will reflect on that. I think Alex Cheevey is pig-headed. I used to think he was cute, because his skin is always a little pink, like he’s just been running a race, and his hair is always clean and shiny, and once we had to do an oral report together and even though I did most of the work, he was very nice to me and patted me on the back when we were done, as if he realised what a good job I did, and he is certainly the best player on the basketball team and so graceful when he runs and dribbles the ball. But now, as I reflect on it, I see he is really a jerk.


Wednesday, June 13


I’ve been sitting here thinking about last Friday, the last day of school, when I heard Christy and Megan talking about Christy’s party. When they saw me, they shut up. I wasn’t invited. They are always having these parties and only inviting people who are nice to them and say they are so terrific. They only invited me once and that was because I took Megan some books when she was sick and spent three hours at her house explaining the homework and even doing some of it for her, and so for about a week she was my friend.


But the party was the stupidest (I know there is no such word as stupidest) thing I have ever seen, with the girls all giggling in the middle of the room, and the boys all leaning against the walls, and then they put on the records and started dancing, just the girls with the girls, until finally a slow song came on and some of the boys danced slow with some of the girls just to hang all over their necks and look cool but no one asked me to dance, so I had to stand by the food and pretend to be hungry as anything.


I keep forgetting to reflect on things. I will reflect on these parties. The only reason these parties exist (though I admit I have only been to one, but from what I hear they are all the same) is just so the cute girls can show off their cute clothes and can wiggle their bottoms in the middle of the room so that boys leaning against the wall can see them and think how cute they are. But if I was (Mrs Z. says to say “if I were”, but it sounds soooo weird) a boy, I would think it was embarrassing and I would feel sorry for the girls. If I was a boy, I would wish they would plan something interesting, like maybe a game of basketball or even maybe a game of charades, where people could do something.


After our last exam, Christy came slinking up to Alex and said, “Welllll, Alex, see you tonight.” (I am going to try some dialogue here.)


Alex just looked down at his shoes and said, “Unnh.”


Christy wiggled her shoulders and said in this thin little voice, “Welll, you are coming, aren’t you?”


Alex put the toes of his shoes together like he was pigeon-toed and said, “Unnnh.”


Christy pushed her face right up next to his and said, “It’s at eight o’clock. Don’t forget!” Then she patted her hand on his shoulder a few times and turned around and wiggled away. Lord.


I walked home from school with Beth Ann. Beth Ann Bartels is my best friend, I guess. We’re very different, but we have been friends, with no fights, since the fourth grade. I tell her just about everything, and she tells me everything, even things I do not want to know, like what she ate for breakfast and what her father wears to bed and how much her new sweater cost. Sometimes things like that are just not interesting.


But, anyway, on the way home, as Beth Ann and I were passing the Tast-ee Freeze, it suddenly occurred to me that school was over and it was summer and I was going to have to start having fun the very next day and I wouldn’t see most of the people at school for three months. Beth Ann and I live on the farthest edge of the school district, at least two miles from school. Everyone else seems to live on the other side of the school. Well, it was a little sad to realise that school was over. Then I thought, boy, isn’t that just typical? You wait and wait and wait for something and then when it happens, you feel sad.


I always stop at Beth Ann’s house for a little while before I go on home. We have this little routine. We go in and the house is so quiet, not at all like my house which is a complete zoo at any hour of day or night. Her house is also always immaculately clean, as if someone had just raced through with a duster and a vacuum cleaner or as if no one really lived there. Our house always has people’s clothes lying all over: socks on the stereo, jackets on the kitchen table, everyone’s papers and books clumped in piles on chairs and counters. So, I like to stop at Beth Ann’s house before I go home.


Beth Ann’s parents both work and so does her older sister Judy, so we have the house to ourselves. We always go into the kitchen and I sit at the table while Beth Ann takes out a bottle of Coca Cola and a bag of potato chips. It amazes me that there is always Coca Cola and potato chips. In our house, stuff like that would disappear in about ten minutes.


After about a half-hour she goes into her room and changes her clothes and hangs everything up. She has special hangers for her skirts so she can put six skirts on one hanger. Her closet is very, very neat. The closet that I share with Maggie is just a mad jumble of hangers and the clothes are always falling off and they are wedged in soooo tightly that you can’t ever see anything and when you go to get something, things fall off other hangers and on the floor are piles of old shoes and boots. I don’t know why we are such slobs. The other day, I found in the bottom of my closet, back in the corner, a pair of shoes I had in the fifth grade! Lord.


On the way home from Beth Ann’s, the funniest thing happened. When I turned the corner on to my street, there was Alex Cheevey coming from the other way! What is funny about that is that he doesn’t live anywhere near here. He had his hands in his pockets and he looked very pink. When he got up close to me I said, “Alex Cheevey? What in the world are you doing over here?”


He said, “Oh. Do you live over here?”


I said, yes, I did.


He said, “Oh. What a coincidence.”


I said, “Why?”


He said, “Oh. Well, I know someone over here.”


I said, “On Buxton Road?” I was a little surprised, because Buxton Road is a very short road and I know everyone on it and I had never seen Alex Cheevey here before.


He said, “Oh. No.”


I said, “On Winston?” Winston is the next street over.


He said, “Oh. Yeah.”


I said, “Who?”


I am getting tired of writing “I said” and “he said”. Sometimes you don’t have to put those words just to show who is talking, so I’m not going to.


“Oh. The Murpheys.” (That’s Alex talking.)


“The Murpheys?” I’d never heard of the Murpheys.


Well, anyway, we talked on like that for a while and he asked me if I was going to Christy’s party. Probably he just wanted to make me feel bad because I wasn’t invited, but anyway, I told him that no, I was not going, and I was glad I wasn’t going. When I asked if he was going, he said, “Unnh.” It’s hard to understand Alex sometimes.


So that was on the last day of school, and when I got ready to go to bed and thought about everyone being at that party, including Alex, I sort of wished I was there too. Not that I thought it would be any fun, but because I didn’t have anything much to do that night. I’m not used to this idea of vacation yet.


Boy, if I write this much every day of the vacation, I will need ten journals. Wouldn’t Mrs Z. be amazed???


For your sake, though, mystery reader, I hope things get a little more interesting. God.


Thursday, June 14


Well, I have to admit that we did get an interesting bit of news today! I almost missed it entirely, because of all the commotion at the dinner table. There is always commotion at the dinner table – you can hardly hear yourself eat. We had spaghetti, and Dougie doesn’t like spaghetti and was pushing it around his plate and slopping sauce all over and so Dennis punched him and Dougie started crying and Mom told him to be quiet and eat his spaghetti because he wasn’t getting anything else. And Dougie started saying, “I’m just a poor little slob,” and Dennis said, “That’s right.”


Anyway, in the middle of all that – I was trying not to touch anybody, because these things easily become everybody’s fault and we all get sent to our rooms – Dad said, “Had a letter from Radene today.”


Radene is married to Dad’s brother, Uncle Carl Joe, and they live in West Virginia. Just about everybody in Dad’s family lives in West Virginia, and there are a lot of people in that family. So, Mom says, “Oh?” She’s really too busy getting ready to pull Dougie off his chair, but she tries to sound interested.


“Did you see it?” Dad said. (He meant the letter.)


“No, I didn’t see it. Dougie, if you don’t stop that hollering right this minute—” (Just to give you an idea of how hard it is to follow the conversation.)


“Well, she wants to know—”


“Dennis, are you aggravating the situation? If you are—” Mom can hardly eat, she’s so busy trying to figure out who’s causing the trouble. All this time, Maggie and I are eating quietly and Tommy is throwing spaghetti all over the floor and it’s in his hair, but that’s just the way he eats.


“Sally, are you listening or not?” My dad is getting annoyed because he can’t stand all this commotion, and it happens every night.


“Why, of course I’m listening, Sam. Dennis, put your hands on the table where I can see them.”


“Radene wants to send Carl Ray up here.” Dad eats his meatball.


About this time, Dougie is so upset that he spills his milk right on to my plate, and I said an unkind word and Mom told me it was an unkind and unfit word and if I ever said it again, well, never mind. Maggie started mopping up the milk. Dennis laughed, and I laughed, and that really got Mom mad.


“Sam, can’t you do something about them?”


My dad looked up from his meatballs and spaghetti and said, “Somehow, I don’t think that all my study of rock formations and fossils prepared me for this.”


I don’t know how we all settled down, but we did for a time, and that’s when Mom finally realised what Dad had said about ten minutes earlier.


“Radene said what?”


“She wants to send Carl Ray up here.”


Carl Ray is really Carl Ray Finney, my father’s nephew. He is one of Aunt Radene’s and Uncle Carl Joe’s seven children. He’s my cousin.


“What do you mean, she wants to send Carl Ray up here?” My mom didn’t look too happy about this.


“Just temporarily,” my dad said. “He wants to get a job. No work down there. It’ll just be for a little while, until he gets a job and gets on his feet.”


“Send him here? To this house? To live with us?” As I said, my mom didn’t seem too happy about all this. Then she said, “Don’t you think that’s a little strange, Sam? There are lots of other places he could go, aren’t there?”


By this time, the rest of us were real quiet because we wanted to see what was going to happen about Carl Ray.


My father shrugged. Sometimes he doesn’t like to elaborate.


“And just where exactly will we put him?” My mother had stopped eating by now.


“Well, we could put all the boys in together—”


“All three of them?”


“Wouldn’t hurt ’em. Then we could put Carl Ray in the little room where Tommy is now.”


“In the nursery? Sam, are you serious?”


“It’s just temporary. A month. Maybe two months. Maybe the summer—”


“The summer? Are you serious?” My father was closely examining his meatball. My mom kept going. “And when does she want Carl Ray to come up here?”


My father was chewing when he answered, so it was a little hard to hear him, but I could tell he said, “Saturday.”


Mom could tell too. She almost choked. “Saturday? Saturday? Sam, today is Thursday! You can’t be serious. Why didn’t she phone?”


“They don’t have a phone. You know that,” he said.


“They don’t have a phone?” Maggie said. “How primitive!” Maggie could not exist for one single day without a phone, I can assure you.


“This Saturday?” my mom repeated. “What’s the rush?”


My father shrugged.


So, Carl Ray comes the day after tomorrow. That should be interesting. I have to admit I’m sort of surprised, mainly because the West Virginia Finneys hardly ever leave West Virginia. The only time I ever have heard of Uncle Carl Joe (that’s Carl Ray’s father and my dad’s brother) venturing this far north was when he visited my father and met Aunt Radene, a long time ago.


My parents talk about this time whenever New Year’s Eve rolls around. That’s because they had one heck of a New Year’s Eve, and Uncle Carl Joe and Aunt Radene fell in love “at first sight”. Anyway, Uncle Carl Joe whisked Aunt Radene off to West Virginia (I think they got married first) and I bet they haven’t left West Virginia since. They never visit us anyway. They have too many kids to fit in the car. We’ve been to their house, though.


I don’t hardly remember which cousin Carl Ray is, but Maggie told me later that he is the one with the white-blond hair and he is seventeen years old, the same age as Maggie. This should be real interesting.


Friday, June 15


Lord, what a day. This business about Carl Ray is getting out of hand. When I got up this morning, I noticed that instead of my mom’s usual individual notes for each of us, there was just one note by the telephone which said: “Magggggie or Mary Louuuuuu, call me at work when you get up. Love, your old Mommmmmmm.”


Right away, I knew that if she didn’t leave lists for each of us it wasn’t because there was nothing for us to do. I know Mom better than that. It probably meant that there was so much to do she couldn’t write it all down. And I was right.


She gave me a list of things a mile long, and all because of Carl Ray. Mainly, we had to move everything out of Tommy’s room into Dennis and Doug’s room, and bring the spare bed down out of the attic and put it in Tommy’s room and wash windows, and on and on.


Actually, it was all kind of fun for a while. We like to move things around. But when Dennis and I were bringing down the bed from the attic, we had a slight problem.


The springs for the bed are these old metal heavy ones and we were having trouble getting them down the stairs of the attic, so we decided to slide them down. I was at the top and Dennis at the bottom, when all of a sudden the springs lunged forward and crashed into the door at the bottom, putting a huge crack in it, and then they fell forward right on Dennis, and a piece of spring tore right into his knee and he started howling and the blood was pouring all over.


It was a mess. Maggie was yelling at Dennis to stop screaming and Dennis was screaming at me saying it was my fault and I was screaming at Dennis saying it was not and Dougie was screaming because he hates blood and Tommy was screaming because everyone else was screaming.


Then Maggie ran over to Mrs Furtz’s, who was the only neighbour home. I’m sure she wasn’t exactly thrilled about helping us after Dennis smashed eggs on her house, but she came running over in her curlers and bathrobe and told me to wrap up Dennis’s leg while she changed her clothes, and then she would take him to the emergency room. So I put a pillowcase all around his leg, trying to remember my first-aid class. I wanted to try a tourniquet but Dennis wasn’t having any part of it. He just kept saying he was going to throw up. I hate it when people throw up.


Maggie called Mom who said she would meet Mrs Furtz and Dennis at the emergency room. I wanted to go too, but Maggie said that Mom said that she should go and I should stay here with Tommy. I think Maggie made that up.


So I had to stay and get Dougie to help me move those springs. A lot of help he was. He has these skinny little arms and is about as strong as a pigeon.


Maggie and Dennis were gone for ever. I thought Dennis died or something. Well, that does happen sometimes. We read a poem in English class last year about a boy who got his hand cut nearly off from a buzz saw and he died while his hand was being sewn back on. That was the saddest poem because at the end of it, no one seemed to care about this boy dying. They just went on with their business.


I have to admit that even though I guess I really like Dennis and would miss him a lot if he died, I kept thinking maybe I would get his new bike. He has this super new bike. But then I felt so guilty for thinking that, that I dragged the mattress down out of the attic by myself and got the whole bed together with only a little help from Dougie and then I made up the bed and took down the curtains and put them in the wash and cleaned the windows and had just about everything done when Maggie and Dennis strolled in with Mom, who had taken the rest of the day off work.


Mom hardly even noticed all the work I had done, she was so busy drooling all over Dennis. Dennis was being pathetic. He wasn’t even near dead – just had this huge bandage on his knee. He spent the entire day lying on the couch in the living room, moaning. He got ice cream and ginger ale, and Mom kept going in and feeling his forehead (his forehead! It was his knee that got hurt!).


Mom only said two things about Carl Ray’s room. First she said, “Thank you, girls, for setting that up.”


Girls! And Maggie just smiled and said, “It was nothing.” Ha.


And the only other thing Mom said was, “I can’t imagine Carl Ray in the nursery!”


It does seem a little funny. The room has yellow walls (that’s not so bad) and frilly white curtains with yellow bunnies on them (now, that’s bad), and a little border around the top of the walls that also has yellow bunnies on it. We took down the pictures of the lambs and the trains, so it’s only the bunnies that are the giveaway to it being the nursery, I guess.


I keep wondering what it will be like with Carl Ray here. Whenever I ask Maggie to tell me more about him though, she just acts like it’s no big deal. But I did notice that she put a bottle of her perfume in the bathroom, which is a little strange because usually she hides it in her drawer so I won’t touch it. When I asked her why it was in the bathroom, she said, “Oh, just shut up.”


Everybody seems so excited about Carl Ray coming. Even Mom, which surprises me, because I thought she didn’t want him to come. I just keep wondering how we’re all going to manage getting in and out of the bathroom. That will make eight of us who have to share it. With seven of us now, there’s already a problem. There is another one downstairs, but it only has a toilet and a sink.


Mom told me and Maggie that we have to wear our bathrobes now. I wonder if Carl Ray will wear a bathrobe.


Saturday, June 16


Well. Carl Ray has arrived.


It’s almost midnight and Maggie is out with her boyfriend Kenny and, boy, is Dad mad. She hasn’t even seen Carl Ray. That’s not why Dad is mad: he’s mad because Maggie and Kenny left at noon and they were going to the beach and they didn’t say what time they’d be back. She’s in real trouble, I think. Everyone else went to bed, but Dad is downstairs waiting.


Well, about Carl Ray. What a disappointment he is. I was expecting something quite, quite different. We waited around all morning looking out the windows. Around noon Dad came back from Alesci’s. He does the grocery shopping on Saturdays and afterwards he stops at Alesci’s, which is an Italian delicatessen, and he buys a bunch of ham and two loaves of hotttttt, freshhhhhh bread and as soon as he gets home and we put away the groceries, we always dive into the hot bread and ham and make these enormous sandwiches. It’s the best part of Saturdays, usually.


Well, just as we finished putting the groceries away and just seconds before we were going to be allowed to start cutting up that great bread, Dougie comes in the kitchen yelling, “Carl Ray! Carl Ray! There’s a guy at the door who says he’s Carl Ray!” What timing.


So, we all had to go out to the living room and stand around meeting him. That hot bread was getting cooler and cooler.


Carl Ray is tall and skinny, about as skinny as a person can be and still be alive. He has the blondest hair, almost white, and it sticks out in places like at the top of his head and by his ears where it is cut kind of short. He is real pale and has a million freckles all over his face and his arms, which were the only parts of him sticking out, but I bet he has those freckles everywhere. He looks like he’s sort of anaemic or something. He has tiny little eyes and a tiny nose; in fact, his whole head looks like a miniature of a real person’s head. So, there is this tiny little head perched on top of this tall, thinnnnnn body, and off this body hang two longgggg, thin freckled arms, and two longgggggg, thin legs, and two longggg, thin hands and two longgggg, thin feet. What a guy.


Carl Ray has hardly talked at all yet, and Mom thinks it is just because he is a little nervous, but I would guess he is the shyest person I have ever seen. He keeps looking down at your feet and never looks in your face.


After we got him out of the living room and into the kitchen, Mom told us kids all to wait and not hog the ham and bread until Carl Ray had a chance to get his. I can see it all now: Carl Ray is going to take over. He’s the only one with his own room and he’s the only one who ever got to grab six slices of ham and four slices of bread before anyone else could even touch it.


After lunch, Mom showed Carl Ray to his room and about drooled all over apologising for the bunnies and stuff. He didn’t say one word, just looked around and put his one suitcase down. Mom said he might like to rest a while (probably because he ate such a HUGE lunch), and he nodded and closed his door. Then Mom told us all to be quiet until he got up. Brother.


So, all afternoon everybody tiptoed around, but he didn’t even come out of his room until he smelled dinner cooking. Just as we put everything on the table, he appeared. He kind of sneaks up on you.


Mom told Carl Ray to sit at the end of the table, opposite Dad. That’s a “special” seat that we all take turns sitting in. I don’t know why it is special; it just is. We all took turns staring at Carl Ray while he ate. For being a skinny person, he sure eats a lot.


He had four pieces of chicken, three helpings of mashed potatoes, about a ton of green beans, three glasses of milk and two helpings of cake. Mom kept looking at the chicken, as if she could make more pieces appear by staring hard enough. And when Dennis went to take his second piece, she gave him a dirty look, and said, “Wait a bit; we have com-pa-ny.”


After dinner, we all sat around watching TV. Carl Ray sat in my dad’s favourite chair, the one none of us is ever allowed to sit in when Dad is in the room, but Dad didn’t say anything. He gave Mom a funny look and sat beside her on the couch. During the whole night, Carl Ray never said one, single word, even though sometimes Mom or Dad would say something to him. He just nods or shakes his head; sometimes he grunts a little.


When everybody started going to bed, Mom said, “Now let Carl Ray get in the bathroom first,” so we all waited around while he went in his room and shut his door. We waited and waited and waited. Finally, Dougie went over and peeked under the door and whispered to us that the light was out! Doesn’t Carl Ray even wash up or brush his teeth before he goes to bed?


It’s one o’clock and Maggie isn’t home. I bet Dad is still waiting in the living room. I sure wouldn’t want to be her tonight.


Sunday, June 17


Carl Ray is going to drive me craz-eeeee. And so is Maggie. Lord.


First, Maggie. She got home at 2.00 a.m. I know, because she came in the room crying and throwing her shoes around and she turned the light on and, needless to say, I wasn’t sleeping through that. When I asked her what was wrong, she said, “Ohhh! Everything.”


I said, “Like what?”


“Everything. Kenny. Dad. Ohhhh. I’m so mad.”


She was mad? “Why are you mad?”


She really glared at me. “Because I told Kenny we had to call and he kept saying, ‘Yeah, yeah,’ and because Dad never lets me have any fun, and because now he says I’m grounded for at least two weeks and next Saturday is only the biggest party I’ll ever be invited to, and because Dad told Kenny not to show his face around here until he could be a gentleman, and because Kenny probably will never speak to me again.”


Then she threw herself down on her bed and started pounding her pillow and sobbing. I hate it when she does that. It looks like a movie. I told her Carl Ray had arrived.


“So what?” she said.


“Don’t you want to hear about him?”


“No!” She was pounding the pillow again. So, I went to sleep. This morning, she stayed in bed until noon and then she was in the bathroom for about two hours and when she came downstairs finally, her eyes were all puffy and she wasn’t talking to anybody.


Whenever Dad came in the room, she would go storming out. Finally, Dad told her if she didn’t quit her “theatrics” he was going to ground her for a month, for starters. That made her shape up a little. She’s still pretty mopey and every time the phone rings, she jumps for it, but at least she’s talking to people a little bit.


For instance, she’s the only one who seems to be able to talk to Carl Ray and get some words out of him. I heard her asking him some questions and he actually answered her with words. It went something like this:


“So, I hear you’re going to look for a job? Is that right, Carl Ray?”


“Yup.”


“When?”


“Tomorrow.”


“Oh. Well, where are you going to look?”


Long pause by Carl Ray. Then, “Don’t rightly know.”


“Well, what sort of work are you interested in?” Long pause by Carl Ray. “Don’t rightly know.” “Well, what are you good at?” That’s Maggie all right. She just keeps picking away and picking away like a vulture or something.


Long pause by Carl Ray.


I was just glad that I didn’t have to try to make conversation with him. It’s painful. Besides, I was already mad at him for spoiling my day. I was supposed to go over to Beth Ann’s at eleven and we were going to just go and hang around the pool, but Mom said I had to wait until Carl Ray got up so I could make up his bed and stuff. I said, “What? Why do I have to make up his bed?”


“Because you’re responsible for the upstairs and you know you can’t leave until it’s clean.”


“But why can’t he make up his own bed, like everyone else?”


We have this hugely complicated chore system at our house. Every year we have a big meeting where we’re supposed to swap jobs. It begins all nice and civilised, but ends in a shouting match: “Dennis always gets the easy jobs!”, “I do not!”, “I’ll trade you vacuuming for dusting!”, “No way!”, “That’s not fair!” You get the picture?


We’re all supposed to make our own beds, but my main chore is to vacuum and dust the upstairs. I had to clean the bathrooms last year (eck!) but Dennis has that wonderful job now.


Back to Carl Ray. I said, again, “Why can’t Carl Ray at least make up his own bed, like everyone else?”


“Because Carl Ray is our guest, Mary Lou.”


That drove me crazy. Whenever I’m going to spend the night at someone’s house, my mom always tells me that I must be sure and be very considerate and always make my bed up neatly as soon as I get up. When I reminded her of this, she said, “Well, his mother might not have told him that or he might not remember. If he’s still here in two weeks, he’ll make his own bed.”


“But if I don’t go now, Beth Ann might not wait—”


“Now, don’t you argue with me. If you’re going to argue, then you can stay home all day.”


Boy, are people touchy lately. So I waited and waited. I even tried making noise upstairs, like turning on my radio.


Mom said, “Turn that off! You might wake Carl Ray!” (Exactly.)


So then I waited a little longer and decided to go ahead and do the vacuuming in the other bedrooms and the hallway, so all I would have left to do would be Carl Ray’s room.


Mom came flying up the stairs after me and flipped off the switch and said, “I told you to keep quiet up here!”


“But—”


“Mary Lou Finney!” When Mom says “Mary Lou Finney” she means business.


I kept calling Beth Ann, about every fifteen minutes, telling her Carl Ray still was not up and I couldn’t leave until I did maid service for him. Finally, at twelve-thirty, Beth Ann said, “It doesn’t sound like you’re ever going to get out of there. I’m going for a ride with my parents.”


Boy, was I mad. When ole Carl Ray finally did stroll out of his room about one o’clock, I nearly pushed him over when I passed him. Sure enough, he didn’t make his bed so I did, and I picked up all his stupid gum wrappers which he left all over the floor and I vacuumed his stupid room. I was done by one-fifteen, but then I had nowhere to go.


All Carl Ray did the whole entire day was sit in front of the television set chewing gum and watching whatever happened to come on. I don’t think he even got up to change the channel. A real live wire, this Carl Ray.


What a boring day, with everyone just wandering in and out of rooms: Maggie avoiding Dad, Dad avoiding Maggie, me avoiding Carl Ray, all of us avoiding Mom who was doing the laundry and if you get in her way, she makes you fold clothes or iron.


I was so bored I even went with Dennis and Doug over to the field behind Mrs Furtz’s house.


There’s a big old tree there that sits in a little dip in the ground and its branches hang real low, so that if you crawl into the dip and under the branches, it’s like a fort inside. Anyway, we went in and cleaned out some leaves and junk, and we moved the rocks which cover a hole we dug last year. It was funny to see what we put inside: a box of matches, a newspaper, a red ball, two packets of chewing gum, a treasure map we had drawn (the treasure consists of fifty cents which we buried in another hole about a hundred yards away), and a deck of cards. Real exciting. I didn’t remember what all was in there, but Dougie knew exactly. Before we took the rocks away, he made us try to remember, but Dennis and I could only remember the matches. Dougie remembered every single thing. The poor little slob has a pretty good memory.


We hung around there a while, climbing the tree (I have to admit that even though I am thirteen years old, I still love to climb trees), pretending we were looking out for enemies, and playing cards. We should have brought some food. We were going to eat the gum, but it was all gross from being in the ground for a whole year.


It’s funny, but thinking about the fort and the field now reminds me of something that happened there about four years ago. It’s a stupid thing, but I’ll write it down anyway. I can always erase it later if it’s too embarrassing.


I guess I was nine years old then, and there was this boy named Johnny White who lived down the street from us. He was Dennis’s friend really, and he was one year younger than I. He had this great pair of stilts which he would bring over and we all learned how to walk on them. Anyway, one day Dennis, Johnny and I were over in the forest running around the trees and singing some stupid song, about a “mutual society” or something. Whatever that is.


Then Dennis said he was going to run home and get us some sandwiches and stuff so we could have a picnic. Johnny and I said we would find a place in the grass and wait for him.


So we walked all around the field with the tall grass where there were bunches of buttercups too, and I picked one and rubbed it under Johnny’s chin, which made him laugh because he had never seen anyone do that before. And all of a sudden, I don’t know what came over me, but I just reached over and kissed Johnny White on the lips! I don’t think I had ever kissed anyone but my parents on the lips before. And I was real surprised because his lips were so soft, but they didn’t taste like anything at all. So I kissed him again, mainly just to see if I could taste anything. But then he started kissing me too.


We didn’t even hear Dennis coming. The first I knew he was there was when he said, “Hey, what’re you doing?” And when I looked up, he had the strangest look on his face, as if I had done something mean to him.


But then we all just ate our sandwiches and went back to messing around in the forest, climbing trees and stuff, and I didn’t think any more about kissing Johnny until the next day.


What a mess. Mrs White called my mother. My mom said Mrs White was almost hysterical. Mrs White said that Johnny told her all about our “necking” in the woods, and that it was all my idea, and that I was too old for her son, and her son was too innocent for some “wild girl” (that’s what she called me, Mom said), and she didn’t ever want her son at our house again, and I wasn’t ever to go near him, and if Dennis wanted to play with Johnny he would just have to go to their house, but he wasn’t ever to bring me!


Then Mom asked me to tell her what happened, and I did. She said that someday I would understand why Mrs White got so upset and that I should wait a few years before I practised kissing any boys again, because kissing is something you have to be careful about. I asked her why, but she just said she would have to think of a good explanation and I should ask her again in a few years. In a few years!


Well, I think that now I know what she meant, but it’s sad really, because Johnny and I didn’t mean anything by it, and I never got to play with him again. The next time I saw him was about a week later at the drugstore, but he didn’t even look at me. He doesn’t live on our street any more and I’ll probably never see him again. A funny thing is that I haven’t kissed (or been kissed by) a boy since, and I do sort of wonder if all lips have no taste, like Johnny’s.


Once, when Beth And was telling me all about how Jerry Manelli kissed her at a school dance, I asked her what it tasted like.


She said, “What it tasted like?” She looked at me like I was some kind of weirdo.


“Yes, what did it taste like?”


“The kiss?”


“Yes, of course the kiss!”


“Well, nothing.”


“You mean it tasted like nothing at all? It must have tasted like something.” She didn’t know about Johnny White and I didn’t want to tell her. For some reason, I made it sound like I really knew kisses had to taste like a specific thing.


She started fidgeting around. “Well, now that you mention it… ”


“So it did taste like something?”


“Well, yes, it did …”


“Like what? What did it taste like?”


She had her eyes closed as if she was really trying to remember and she was moving her lips around. “Well, I guess it tasted like … chicken.”


Now, that surprised me. “Chicken? Are you sure?” “Well, gosh, Mary Lou, I wasn’t paying that much attention. I think it was like chicken, yes.”


It’s not the sort of taste you would expect, is it?


Monday, June 18


Maggie spent the entire day gabbing away on the phone. She called Kenny, and then Kenny called her back, and she called her friend Angie and then Angie called her back. Then she called Kenny again. Then she called Angie. Back and forth all day. She pulls the phone into the bathroom and shuts the door so I don’t hear much, unless I am right near the door and everything is quiet, and I am listening carefully. She is cooking up a plan to get Dad to let her go to that party on Saturday. If anyone can do it, Maggie can. It’s disgusting. About all she has to do is roll her eyes and talk real sweet and she gets anything she wants.


Ole Carl Ray finally decided he’d get out of his bed around noon. You know, I’ve never once seen Carl Ray go in the bathroom. Now, I’m sure he must have been in there (well, really), but I know for sure he has not taken a shower yet. You can just tell when he walks by. Lord.


He appeared in the kitchen while I was making lunch and stood there watching me. Finally I said, “Are you going to want lunch?” He makes me so mad, the way he stands around waiting for people to feed him and stuff, and just lying around not doing a darn thing.


He said, “OK.”


Brother.


While we were eating lunch, I said, “Aren’t you going to go out and look for a job?”


He put his sandwich down on his plate and said, to his sandwich it seemed, “Sure.”


Well, that was a good sign. “So, where are you going?”


Long pause by Carl Ray. Finally, he told his sandwich, “Don’t rightly know.”


Meanwhile, Dennis is sitting on the other side of Carl Ray, making faces at me. He raises his top lip up like a horse does and then he stretches his bottom lip down and then he rolls his eyes. It is not easy to pay attention to Carl Ray when Dennis is doing this.


“Well,” I said to Carl Ray, “didn’t you ask Dad for some suggestions?”


“Nope.”


“Why not?”


“Don’t rightly know.”


Dennis was making the most horrendous faces and finally I couldn’t help it, I started laughing and snorting, which made Dougie start laughing, and Tommy thought it was all great, he started banging on the table with his cup and going, “Ha! Ha!” and then he would look at one of us and say, “Ha! Ha!” as if he was practising how to laugh.


In the middle of all this, Carl Ray just sat there, eating his sandwich in slow motion, chewing and chewing and just staring down at his plate as if we weren’t even there.


When we all finally starting eating again, I said, “You could look in the newspaper.”


“Where’s that at?” he said.


“The newspaper?”


“Yeah.”


I went and got it and showed him where the employment section was. “What sort of thing are you looking for?”


“Don’t rightly know.”


Then I remembered that Maggie had already been through all that with him. “It’s kind of hard to look for a job when you don’t know what you’re looking for, Carl Ray.”


He kept looking at the paper.


“Maybe you should go downtown and walk along the street and look for signs that say, ‘Help Wanted’.” He looked up at me and nodded. “You should probably go now, or you won’t have time to see many places.” He nodded. “Do you know how to get downtown?” He didn’t. This cracked Dennis up, because downtown is only four blocks away.


So I showed him how to go and told him what he should probably say and then I told him he should probably change his clothes since he was still wearing the same clothes he arrived in and then I told him what sort of clothes to wear, but he said he didn’t have a tie, so I asked him to show me exactly what he did have and it was pitiful: about two regular shirts and two T-shirts and two pairs of jeans and one pair of regular pants and the shoes he had on.


After he left, I went up and made his stupid bed. Then, I took Tommy and Dougie to the pool, even though it was really Maggie’s day to watch Tommy. I could tell she was going to be useless all day, as long as the phone was working. But swimming wasn’t bad because Dougie and I were teaching Tommy how to swim and he’s so funny. All he really wants to do is jump off the edge and have us catch him. We finally got him to put his head under by missing him a few times.


Beth Ann met us up there. She has a new bathing suit. It’s all white and you can tell she thinks she is really something in it. I didn’t want to tell her, but you can practically see through it when it’s wet. I’ll tell her some other time.


While we were sitting on our towels during break time, I looked up and saw, of all people, Alex Cheevey on the outside, leaning against the fence. He was looking at us, so I got up and went over to him.


“You looking for somebody?” I said.


“Oh. Not really.”


“Visiting the Murpheys again?”


“Huh?”


“Your friends the Murpheys – on Winston Road?”


“Oh. Them. Yuh.”


“Are they here at the pool?”


Alex looked around. “Don’t think so.”


“Oh.” When I talk with Alex, I always feel like I’m missing something, like I don’t hear all the words. “How was the party?”


“Party?”


“Christy’s party. Didn’t you go?”


“Oh. Yeah. It was OK. Sort of boring.”


“Ah.”


Alex was wearing these cute blue shorts and a T-shirt with Ohio State University printed on it. He asked me who I was with.


“You mean here, at the pool?”


“Yeah.”


“Dougie and Tommy, my brothers, well two of them. And Beth Ann. She’s over there, see?” We looked over and Beth Ann was stretched out on her back, with one knee bent and her hand behind her head. She can really overdo it sometimes.


“Do you come here every day?”


“Well, nearly. Don’t they have a pool over where you live?” All of these towns have a community pool and since we live in Easton, we go to the Easton pool. Alex lives in Norton.


“Oh. Yeah.”


“I think you can use a Norton pass here, if you pay twenty-five cents extra. If you wanted to come here, I mean.”


“Yeah. Well, I might someday.”


And then the whistle blew, meaning break was over, and I had to go watch Tommy or he would drown. Alex left, I guess.


Carl Ray magically appeared at dinner time again. Just as we were putting the food on the table, in he comes and sits right down in the “special” seat. I suppose he thinks that’s his seat now. As usual, he didn’t volunteer any information. In fact, he didn’t say one word until finally, after Carl Ray had had three helpings of meatloaf, three helpings of corn, and two helpings of potatoes (he would have had more, I bet, but they were all gone), Dad said, “So tell us, Carl Ray, how did the job-hunting go?”


Every single one of us looked at Carl Ray. He just shrugged his shoulders. We all looked back at Dad, who looked at my mom like it was her turn. She said, “Does that mean you didn’t find anything?” We all looked at Carl Ray.


He nodded. He was pretty busy stuffing food into his mouth.


Mom looked at Dad, so he said, “Does that mean yes, you did not find anything?”


Carl Ray nodded again.


It was getting to be like a tennis match with us all looking down at Carl Ray’s end of the table and then back up at Mom and Dad and then back to Carl Ray.


Then Dennis said, “Does that mean …” but my mom told him to be quiet.


About this time, Maggie makes her move. “Dad, would you like me to get you another glass of water?”


Dad looks at Mom. Mom shrugs. Dad says, “Sure.”


Maggie says, “Anything else I can get you while I’m up?”


Dougie says, “Well, I’d like another glass …”


But Maggie just glared at him and went in the kitchen. While she was gone, Dennis starts mimicking her, saying, in this real sweet voice, “Mary Louuuuu, is there anything I can get for youuuu?” and then, of course, he starts laughing and I start laughing and my dad tells us to be quiet and watch our manners.


After dinner, I heard Dad talking to Carl Ray about where to look for a job and what to say and how to act when he went in. Carl Ray just listened. Then Dad came in the kitchen and said to Mom, “Doesn’t that boy know how to talk?”


Mom said, “Doesn’t seem so.”


“It could drive a person crazy.”


“He’s your relative.”


Dennis and I went out to play Spud with Cathy and Barry Furtz and their cousins who were visiting. Cathy and Barry are twins and they’re Dennis’s age. They’re pretty nice, but I don’t think Mrs Furtz likes it when we play Spud in the street. I bet the Furtzes are sorry they moved here. Cathy and Barry had to go in at eight o’clock to take a bath! So Dennis and I just sat on the kerb a while throwing stones across to the other kerb. Carl Ray snuck up on us the way he does. I swear, he’s a real spook sometimes. One minute it was just me and Dennis sitting on the kerb and then all of a sudden there was Carl Ray sitting next to Dennis. He didn’t say a word, just watched us throw stones.


Then Mr Furtz came out with his hose to water the lawn after dinner. Last week, he offered me fifty cents to do it for him, though I sure don’t know why he doesn’t pay his own kids to do it. I don’t mind though. Anyway, sure enough, he sees us sitting there and he strolls over and says, “Feel like earning some gold?” That’s what he calls fifty cents: gold.


I said, “Sure.”


Mr Furtz is an OK guy. He’s sort of funny-looking, all freckly like Howdy Doody and nearly bald but he’s not that old, I mean he’s not an old man, maybe a little younger than my dad. Mr Furtz bought the hardware store downtown and when Dennis and I went in there the other day, he let us poke around behind the counter because there weren’t many customers in the store.


Carl Ray is intrigued by the strangest things. While I was watering the Furtzes’ lawn, Carl Ray snuck up on me and said, “What’d you call him?”


“Who?”


“That man.”


“Mr Furtz?”


Carl Ray said, “Furtz? How do you spell Furtz?” So I told him. “Furtz,” he said again. “Furtz.”


Weird guy, this Carl Ray.


When we all finally went inside, Maggie was getting Dad a dish of ice cream. She’s so obvious. Then she sat on the couch next to Carl Ray and watched TV with everybody. Usually she doesn’t like to do that; she’s usually off with her friends or up washing her hair or painting her fingernails or something.



Tuesday, June 19



Not much happened today. About the biggest news is that I took Tommy over to Beth Ann’s for a while today, and she was strutting all over because her sister Judy is going to introduce her to her boyfriend’s brother and the four of them are going to the drive-in on Friday night. Beth Ann is thirteen (well, OK, so she’s almost fourteen) years old, not much older than me. Don’t you think that’s a little young to be going to a drive-in with a boy?


Beth Ann is going to be hard to live with after this.


And Carl Ray, by the way, still did not find a job.



Wednesday, June 20



It rained all day.


Beth Ann called to tell me some more about Derek (that’s Judy’s boyfriend’s brother’s name). He is five feet seven inches tall, brown hair, and “gorgeous”. Beth Ann hasn’t seen him yet. That’s just what Judy says. Beth Ann must have described every single outfit in her closet, trying to decide what she should wear on Friday night.


Carl Ray, surprise, surprise, did not find a job today.



Thursday, June 21



It is going to be difficult to decide who I should kill first: Maggie, Beth Ann, Dennis or Carl Ray. To show you what I mean, pretend this is a play.




(The scene: The kitchen of a normal house. A thirteen-year-old girl (Mary Lou) is washing the lunch dishes. Her seventeen-year-old sister (Maggie) is on the telephone, which hangs on the wall in the kitchen. A four-year-old boy sits at the kitchen table, splatting his hand in some spilled milk.)


MAGGIE: (Pause.) Oh, Kenny, I’m just so happeeeeee. (Pause.) Yes, he did! I thought he might. (Pause.) We are still going, aren’t we? (Pause.) Kenny? (Pause.) What do you mean, you’re “not sure”? (Pause.) (Pause.)


MARY LOU: Tommy, stop that!


TOMMY: No!


MAGGIE: And what is that supposed to mean? (Pause.)


You invited Ellen in case? In case? In case of what?


MARY LOU: Tommy, stop that!


TOMMY: Noooo!


MAGGIE: Well, just uninvite her then. (Pause.) Kenny? (Pause.) You’ll see what you can do? (Pause.) (Pause.) (Pause.)


MARY LOU: Tommy…


MAGGIE: Mary Lou, will you be quiet? I’m on the phone.


MARY LOU: Surprise, surprise.


MAGGIE: Yes, I’m still here. (Pause.) Fine. (Sarcastically) I’ll just sit here and wait for you to let me know! (She hangs up the phone.) To Mary Lou: Couldn’t you keep quiet for five lousy minutes?


MARY LOU: What’s your problem?


MAGGIE: Oh, nothing. My life is just ruined, that’s all. (She runs out of the room, crying.)


(Tommy continues to splat the milk. The phone rings. Mary Lou answers it.)


MARY LOU: Finney residence, Mary Lou speaking. (Pause.) Oh, hi, Beth Ann. (Pause.) Oh. (Pause.) Really? (Pause.) Ah. (Pause.) Well… (Pause.) Maybe … (Long pause.) The blue blouse and the white skirt. (Pause.) Oh. (Pause.) Ah. (Pause.) The red blouse … (Pause.) Oh. (Long pause.) Uh-huh. (Pause.) Yup. (Pause.) Glad I could be of some help. (She hangs up the phone.)


(Tommy continues to splat the milk. The phone rings. Mary Lou answers it.)


Finney residence, Mary Lou speak— (Pause.) Oh, hello, Beth Ann.


(Mary Lou’s brother Dermis, aged twelve, enters, running, and stops behind Mary Lou, where he proceeds to pull on the phone cord and make faces.)


MARY LOU: Stop it! (Pause.) No, I meant Dennis. Stop it! (Dennis doesn’t stop it.) He’s pulling on the stupid cord. (Pause.) Oh. The green blouse … (Pause.) Ah. Stop it! (Pause.) No, I meant Dennis. He’s still pull— (Pause.) Oh, God. (Pause.) No, I’m not mad.


DENNIS: (putting his mouth by the phone) You’re just jealllll-ous, Mar-eee Louuuuu.


MARY LOU: (pushes Dennis away) Will you just STOP it? (Pause.) No, I meant … (Pause.) No, I am NOT jealous …


DENNIS: Yesss, you arrrrre.


MARY LOU: Hold on a minute, Beth Ann. (Mary Lou puts receiver on floor and grabs Dennis by the arm.) To Dennis: If you don’t want me to tell Dad about the window, then you will get OUT of here right now. (She twists his arm.)


DENNIS: Let goooo!


MARY LOU: Are you going to leave?


DENNIS: Yes. Let go of me. (She lets go.) As he leaves: But you are toooo jeallll-ousssss. Beth Ann has a date! (He runs out.)


MARY LOU: (picks up phone again) Sorry about … (Pause.) No, I am NOT jealous. God. (Pause.) Then maybe the white blouse. (Pause.)


(Scene fades out. Next scene opens as family is finishing dinner. Mary Lou, Maggie, Tommy, Dennis, their mother, their father, another brother Dougie, aged eight, and a cousin named Carl Ray, aged seventeen, are at the table.)


DENNIS: (to no one in particular) Mary Lou is jealous cuz Beth Ann has a DATE.


MARY LOU: Be quiet.


MOTHER: Is that true, Mary Lou?


MARY LOU: NO! God.


MOTHER: Don’t say “God”. Beth Ann doesn’t have a date?


DENNIS: She does too.


MOTHER: Well, does she or doesn’t she, Mary Lou? Dennis, stop poking Dougie.


FATHER: Carl Ray, did you get a job today?


CARL RAY: Un-uh.


FATHER: Does that mean, no, you didn’t?


CARL RAY: Uh-huh.


FATHER: Does that mean, yes it’s right that no … 
(He stops, looks at mother. He seems to be in pain.)


(Scene fades to kitchen where Mary Lou and Maggie are washing dishes while Mother puts things in refrigerator.)


MOTHER: Mary Lou, I want to talk to you about Carl Ray’s room.


(Mary Lou keeps washing the dishes.)


MOTHER: His bed looks like Tommy made it up.


MARY LOU: He did.


MOTHER: Tommy made it up?


MARY LOU: Yup.


MOTHER: And why was that?


MARY LOU: What?


MOTHER: Why did Tommy make up Carl Ray’s bed?


MARY LOU: Don’t rightly know.


MOTHER: Mary Lou Finney …


MARY LOU: OK, OK. Tommy made it up because I asked him to because I am sick and tired of cleaning up after that…


MOTHER: Mary Lou Finney, you will make up our guest’s bed and you will clean his room. For the first two weeks he’s a guest. Remember?


(Mother leaves room.)


MARY LOU: Brother.


(The phone rings. Maggie practically breaks her neck running to answer it.)


MAGGIE: Finney residence, Maggie speaking. (Pause.) Oh, Angie … (Pause.) You talked to Ellen? Oh, good. What did she … (Pause.) And you told her about me and Kenny … (Pause.) Oh, good. She is? He did? Oh, good. (Pause.) OK, bye. (She hangs up, smiles. The phone rings and Maggie grabs it.)


MAGGIE: Finney residence, Mag— (Pause.) (Sweetly) Oh, hello Kenny. (Pause.) You did? (Pause.) You do? (Pause.) Well… (Pause.) I guess so.


(Scene fades out.)





And that’s just the way the day went.





Friday, June 22



Right now Beth Ann is probably still out on her big date. I’m going to have to hear every little detail tomorrow. Today I stopped over at her house and she modelled about fifteen outfits, still trying to decide what she was going to wear. Honestly, I don’t see what all the fuss is about. Guys never notice anyway. She finally decided on a red blouse and white slacks. I thought she looked a little fat in that outfit, but she was such a wreck that I didn’t dare say so.
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