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Give Freddy a Better Life.”

It was January when Georgia Weathers wrote that note and taped it to the side of Freddy’s tank. Now, somehow, it was June. The ink had faded, the paper had curled. Freddy’s life was not better. And if Patty van Winkle just said what Georgia thought she said, then things were about to get worse.

Georgia’s best friend, Maria Elena Garcia, stood beside her at the Pet Stop pet shop. Maria lifted her eyebrows, poked up her glasses, and frowned around the pen between her teeth.

Georgia swallowed hard. “Did you say… hissing… cockroaches?”

“Ay Dios mío,” Maria muttered as she pushed aside a lock of black hair that dropped as if in shock across her cheek. Maria’s family was from Mexico, on her father’s side. Her mother was from Mexico, too—the town of Mexico, Maine! Maria liked to copy her grandmother’s dramatic expressions when circumstances called for them.

“Correct!” said Patty van Winkle. “There’s a tristate shortage of crickets.”

Maria popped the pen from her mouth, flicked her hair back, and flipped open a small, spiral-bound notebook. “Innnteresting,” she muttered. “Definitely jot-worthy.” Maria declared many things interesting and jot-worthy. Many things caused Maria’s dark eyes to sharpen behind the pink plastic frames of her eyeglasses. She longed to be a writer of romance, or possibly suspense.

“Don’t you worry, Georgia,” Patty van Winkle said. “Bearded dragons aren’t as picky as you’d think. Freddy will gobble ’em right up. No problem. Right as rain. A bug’s a bug.”

Georgia felt a bobble in her chest. It felt—gulp—like a bug. Why was it that cockroaches seemed infinitely worse than crickets? And hissing cockroaches seemed much worse than regular, non-hissing ones. “I have to think about the… the nutritional alternative.”

“All righty, then.” Patty put a box of what were almost certainly cockroaches onto the counter as if Georgia didn’t have any choice about buying them, which, she supposed, she didn’t. “You’ll see,” Patty said, “cockroaches will suit Freddy’s reptilian palate. They’ll warm his cold-blooded heart.”



Blythe—Georgia’s mother—had always been fond of surprises. The day Georgia got Freddy, Patty van Winkle had accepted delivery of a bearded dragon by mistake. “The Pet Stop does not handle this sort of unique, one-of-a-kind exotic creature,” Patty told Georgia’s mother that day. They all three stared at the baby lizard, with his warty hide and a jagged edge of spines along his throat. “I’ll be shipping him back, pronto.”

“Oh no you will not, Patty van Winkle.” Georgia’s mother had knelt before Georgia in the pet shop. Blonde curled hair fell shining to her shoulders. Her coral-pink lipstick had gotten onto her teeth, which Georgia could plainly see because of how her mother was smiling in a big way that made Georgia feel strange in her stomach, as if she’d swallowed an ice cube whole. Blythe’s cotton dress was crisp and pretty under her pink cardigan sweater, and it had little buttons all up and down the front, from the collar to the hem above the knee. “I am determined to purchase this exotic creature for my daughter,” her mother had said, “to have and to hold.”

“She ain’t gonna marry it, Blythe,” said Patty.

Blythe smiled, cupping Georgia’s chin. “This lizard represents my love for you.”

“Cold-blooded?” said Patty.

Blythe stared straight into Georgia’s eyes. “Undying,” she said.

“Says here”—Patty was scanning a pamphlet marked The Care and Keeping of Your Bearded Dragon—“they live eight to fifteen years in captivity. What do you suppose happens after that?”

Blythe’s eyes narrowed, and she sliced a glare at Patty. “Eight years, fifteen years—who cares? It’s a lifetime.” She turned back to Georgia. “It’s forever.” Then she kissed Georgia’s cheeks, smack-smack, and stood up. “Georgia,” she said, “you will remember this day.”

Georgia remembered, all right. That was the day Blythe left town with Lyle Lenczycki.



Now a clacking, shifting, scrabbling noise came from the cardboard box. A noise like pebbles shifting underfoot, pulled by a wave at the beach. Georgia sighed, although Blythe had always frowned on sighing: “You sound like a little old lady at all of eight and a half.” Georgia was eleven now, and had gone on to sigh many times. Sighing cooled her internal worry machine.

Hissing cockroaches. Freddy’s life was definitely worse.
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Just then the little bell jingled above the door. Georgia and Maria whipped around to look at the door and the boy coming in it. He was about Georgia’s age. He had red hair and blue eyes and his ears stuck out; the tips of them were sunburned. He wore baggy shorts and mismatched socks and brand-new white sneakers with rubber toe bumpers, and his T-shirt was printed with a message: KEEP ON TRUCKIN’. Georgia had never seen him in her life. Maria’s eyebrows shot up under blunt-cut bangs. She poked the bridge of her glasses and started jotting. Patty smiled encouragingly from her side of the counter.

“Welcome to the Pet Stop, Mr.… uh…”

The boy glanced at Georgia and Maria. “They sent me for boat food.”

Patty repeated it. “Boat food.”

“That’s what I said.” The boy jammed his fists in the pockets of his shorts and hunched his shoulders up near the stick-out ears.

Maria was still writing. The point of her tongue poked out from the corner of her mouth, and her black hair was starting to frizz a little, what with all the humidity and excitement in the air. Everybody knew everybody in Prospect Harbor, Maine; it was seldom that a stranger came to town.

Georgia stuffed her fists into the front pockets of her shorts. Then she yanked them out again, in case it seemed like she’d copied the boy. She wished she could think of something original to do with her hands.

“Boat!” burst forth from Patty van Winkle. “You’re here for Boat’s food. Boat is Winslow Farley’s betta,” she said. “His fish. That must make you the Farleys’ new kid. Roland, right? Roland Park?”

Roland Park nodded one time. Chin down, chin up.

“Well, you’ve come to the right place,” Patty went on. “I’m just unboxing stock. Give me a sec—I have to grab it from the back.” She disappeared into the back room.

Now the pet shop was quiet, except for the sounds of a couple guinea pigs rustling around in their pine shavings and the click-a-click of Maria’s pen. Georgia tried to think of something to say. Eventually she cleared her throat. The boy stared at her. “I’m here for the cockroaches,” Georgia said loudly. Maria glanced up from her notebook and gave Georgia a pitying look.

The boy glided more than walked—a slippery sort of move—to a spinner rack of leashes and collars. He plucked a thin little cat collar off the rack and slipped it into his pocket, all in the blink of an eye. Georgia wasn’t even sure of what she’d seen. Had that boy just stolen a cat collar? Maria had seen it, too—her eyes were open wide, and so was her mouth. She was about to yell; Maria was not afraid of yelling. And then, for some reason she couldn’t say, Georgia shot out her hand and clapped it over Maria’s mouth.

They were frozen that way—the boy with his hands in his pockets, Maria’s eyes bulging, Georgia’s hand covering Maria’s mouth—when Patty van Winkle returned carrying a shaker of fish food. Patty’s eyes narrowed. It wasn’t for nothing that her ex was a police officer, as Patty had said more than once.

Georgia said, “Maria here was going to cough.” Maria obliged: Cuh-cuh. Georgia leveled a look at her, and then lowered her hand.

“Gerrrms,” said Maria. “Baaad.” Then she wrote something in her notebook.

Patty nodded as if all that seemed perfectly normal, and the boy, Roland Park, gave her the money and took the bag with the fish food and walked out the door without even a thank-you. The bell above the door made a cheerful jing-a-ling, which Georgia found unsuitable, considering a crime had just been committed. Maria went after him.

Georgia paid for Freddy’s box of cockroaches and hustled out the door.






Chapter 3

[image: ]

Most of the municipal buildings of Prospect Harbor—the library, town hall, fire station, post office—bordered the four sides of the town green at irregular intervals, like hotels on a Monopoly board in early rounds of the game. The Pet Stop, too, was situated on the green, on the north side; Patty’s business had taken over the old pool hall when people decided pets were more important than pool in terms of prime real estate.

Outside the Pet Stop now, Maria was scribbling and stumbling after Roland. Also yelling. “Hey, you!”

Roland picked up his pace. He was cutting south across the green.

“Roland?” Georgia yelled. She didn’t yell as forcibly as Maria—she wasn’t nearly as practiced at yelling—but she did add the personal touch of his name. “We saw you,” she said. “We see you,” she called, this time a little louder. Roland stopped and turned around. Maria clicked her pen like crazy.

Roland strolled back to them, lazily swinging the bag with the fish food—so lazily it appeared to be a lot of work. “Yeah?” he said. “Just what do you think you saw?”

Maria adjusted her eyeglasses, cleared her throat—ah-hem—and proceeded to read from her notebook. “Subject: Boy, aged approximately ten—”

“Twelve!”

“Noted…,” Maria said, with the slightest tilt of her head. “Tall as a small tree; handsome as a movie star; eyes blue sapphires in a face as white as snow; teeth as straight and even as a picket fence; copper hair shining like the moonlit, storm-tossed waters of the sea.” She smiled at Roland.

Wow. Georgia blushed on Maria’s behalf.

Roland’s mouth was hanging open, and so Georgia studied what she could see of his teeth. Actually, they were not that straight.

Maria continued to read. “Subject crosses to spinner rack. Pilfers pink, rhinestone-studded cat collar. Stuffs in right front pocket of shorts.” Maria looked up from the page. “I taught myself shorthand over winter vacation,” she said, and lowered her lids modestly.

Roland, staring, ran a hand over his head, maybe to see if it felt storm-tossed or moonlit. Then he shook himself, and finally blinked. “It wasn’t pink.”

Maria tucked her frizzing hair behind her ear. “It is the job of a writer to put the pizzazz on the page,” she said.

Roland blinked again.

“Now.” Maria flipped to a new sheet. “How about you tell us what you’re doing here and where you come from and how long you’re staying and why?”

Roland dropped the Pet Stop bag on the ground and crossed his arms. “Yeah, okay, how about you write this down for the record? My parents are the president and first lady of the United States of Blah-blah, and I am here on a mission to bring the outside world to this stupid, Podunk, one-light—make that one-stop-sign—town, and I’m staying for as short a time as humanly possible, because”—he gulped—“because somebody”—his eyes darted as if he was searching for the next thing to say—“because somebody important is coming to get me.” Roland puffed out his chest and tilted up his chin and looked right down his nose like he thought he was an important person. Or maybe because he didn’t.

Georgia often acted the opposite of how she felt. For example, she’d found that if you whistle, people figure you haven’t got a care in the world. “Someone’s happy,” they’ll say, when maybe you’re not happy at all. Maybe you’re sad, or confused, or feeling alone in a crowd. Sometimes you have a feeling, but you’re not sure what it is. Whistling gives a person time to think.

But this was no time for whistling. Georgia was determined, at that moment, to think something, to feel something, and to act. She was kind of mad at that boy Roland Park for shoplifting that cat collar and for being generally unfriendly when they were all being especially nice, because of him being a stranger, a new boy. And she had surprised herself, back in the store—the not telling, the letting him walk away. The aiding and abetting, as Maria might put it, maybe did put it, in her notebook.

The box of cockroaches rattled. “We didn’t tell on you,” Georgia said. “You should at least tell us—” Tell us what? “You should tell us something real.”

Roland Park stared at her. Then he looked sideways and made a long pfffffff sound. He shoved his fists in his pockets again and looked at the sky and bunched up his shoulders and let them drop. “If you have to know, my dad’s incarcerated, and they declared my mom unfit due to one thing and another, and so they put me in the system.”

“What’s the system?” said Maria.

“Who’s they?” said Georgia.

“The foster care system. The Farleys are my foster parents. Winslow is my foster brother. Winslow’s pet fish is my foster pet fish. Get it?”

Maria shook out her writing hand. “Cute kid, you could’ve done worse.”

“Believe me, it’s all temporary. I got a real brother—”

“Who’s they?” Georgia said again. She really wanted to know who, exactly, was making all the big decisions in life. “You said they.”

Roland shrugged. “They. Them. Those ones. I got dumped here on Saturday,” Roland went on. “Dumped like a bag of rocks, and then we spent all of Sunday at church.”

“Holy Redeemer?” Maria wanted to know.

“Voice of the Trumpet.”

Maria jotted.

“You get all that?” Roland jutted his chin at Maria and her notebook and pen.

“Absolutely.” Maria was sweating. The brown skin of her knuckles had gone white from gripping the pen. She clicked it. “Now, where’d you live before? Did they kick you out? How long will you live here? Do you wish—”

Roland shot his hands in the air. “Enough already!” he said, then landed them on top of his head. “Geez Loise!”

Maria shrugged, then smiled. “I’ve got all the time in the world to write a character study of Roland Park,” she said.

Roland dug one white-sneakered heel and then the other into the dirt “Well, I better get this fish food over to Boat,” he said, bending to pick up the bag. “Thanks for not telling. You two are all right.” Then he started walking away.

Georgia watched him with a feeling of disappointment. She had thought he would go back in there and put the cat collar back, if given the chance. But there he was, starting again across the green. “Where are you going?” Georgia called out.

“I just said,” Roland shot over his shoulder.

“Aren’t you going to put that collar back?” Georgia wondered why she’d believed he would. It wasn’t as if people always did what you’d counted on them to do.

Maria pushed up her sliding glasses. “Every character must have a defining feature,” she shouted. “Do you want yours to be”—she read from her notebook—“sneaky, untrustworthy, treacherous, and disloyal?”

There passed a long, long moment during which Roland stopped on the path, turned, and narrowed his eyes first at Maria, then at Georgia. Apparently he had to think about it. “That’s more than one defining feature,” he finally said.

“But we didn’t tell on you.” Georgia thought of the thing her father sometimes said—he’d said it just last night over the checkerboard—when he wanted her to reconsider a move. Sometimes, it seemed like he wasn’t talking about chess or checkers. It seemed like he was talking about Life. So she said the thing. “Roland Park,” she said, “don’t you wish you could make the better move?”

She hoped she was offering Roland a chance to think things over. “You can, if you want to,” she added. Roland was standing there, scowling. But the important thing was the standing-there part. He hadn’t walked away. He hadn’t left. So she did what seemed to her a very grown-up thing to do: She stuck out her hand to Roland Park. “Shake on it?” she said.

Roland looked at Georgia’s hand like he might spit on it. “You know, I was starting to think that for the short and miserable time I gotta stick around here, you two would be my friends. You know, real friends. People who’d lie for you.”

Maria’s pen shot straight to her notebook. “Innnnteresting.”

Georgia willed herself not to blink, so that when Roland looked her way he would find her staring at him, staring straight into his soul. Her arm was getting tired. She made a bargain with the universe: If he shook on it, they could be friends; if he didn’t shake on it, then they couldn’t. They wouldn’t.

Roland took a few steps closer, turned on one heel, and back again. He kicked the ground, shook his head, mumbled at the sky. He squinted down the path as if figuring the odds of escape. Then he kicked the dirt again, while out of his mouth came sounds like awwwsh and pffffffff. Georgia’s arm was about to fall off. Her hand was still stuck out there in front of her, waiting for him to take it. Click-a-click, went Maria’s pen. Click-a-click.

“Aw heck—and it’s Roly, not Roland.” Roland grabbed Georgia’s hand and shook it, up-down. “I have to make a couple friends, or else Mrs. Farley’ll invite the whole stupid Sunday school for a holy potluck.”

Then Roly went back inside the Pet Stop to the tune of Maria’s pen scratching and the bell above the door going jing-a-ling-a-ling.
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The next day, Georgia and Maria rode their bikes slowly past the Farleys’ house on Cross Street. They were on their way to check the mail at the post office, but that didn’t mean they had to take the direct route. They rode by the Farleys’ place again. They had all day to check the mail. The third time they rode by the house, Roland Park came out of it.

Georgia and Maria hopped off their bikes. A curtain twitched and parted, and the pale, narrow face of little Winslow Farley peered out. Georgia waved. Maria waved. Roland—Roly—did not wave. Georgia and Maria walked their bikes beside him.

“Praise the Lord you rode by.” The way he said it, Roly was possibly taking the Lord’s name in vain. “I don’t know if I can stand another Bible verse,” he said.

“Then the Lord commanded the fish!” said Maria. “And it vomited Jonah up onto the dry land.”

Roly frowned. “That’s not a real Bible verse.”

“Yes it is; it’s my favorite.” Maria smiled a little smile and tilted her head. “How’s your cat?”

“What cat?” said Roly.

“Ex-act-ly,” Maria said as she pulled her bike up short. “Why’d you steal that cat collar, anyway?”

“Well… uh, why are you wearing a bedspread?” Roly said instead of answering.

Roly was dressed in the same baggy shorts and KEEP ON TRUCKIN’ T-shirt as yesterday. Georgia was dressed the same, too. Maria had on a bell-shaped skirt that bunched and gathered around her ankles and threatened to catch in the bike chain. She tugged the bright skirt flat to display the beautiful brocade birds and flowers. “I guess you’ve never seen a raboña?”

Georgia had seen a raboña, but only because this was not the first time Maria had worn it. The skirt belonged to Maria’s grandmother who lived with them and liked to sigh a lot and say, “I got a cabana at Puerto Escondido calling my name!” whenever things at the Garcias’ house got too crazy.

Maria yawned hugely. “Care to know why I just yawned?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “We were up till eleven thirty p.m. playing Hearts around the fire-pit,” she said, “till my parents threw us out. Threw us in, more like.”

The day school let out for the summer, Mr. and Mrs. Garcia moved out of the house and into the old Scamp travel trailer parked behind the garage. Georgia wanted to paint a picture for Roly. “And there are two boys and four girls and one grandmother, and some rabbits, and two dogs.” Georgia loved going over to Maria’s house. There were colorful things everywhere. There was always somebody talk-talk-talking, or banging on a pots-and-pans drum set, laughing or yelling or even sobbing. There was always plenty going on. Their normal chaos was Georgia’s idea of heaven in a house.

“Now Mama and Daddy are out there cooking over an open fire and having a grand old time,” said Maria, “while the rest of us are inside changing Maya’s diapers, stepping on Marisol’s LEGOs, changing Matilda’s diapers, toiling away over a hot stove… I even have a designated apron, for crying out loud. And my abuela’s no help whatsoever.”

“Because of the walker?” said Georgia. Maria’s grandma couldn’t get around too well.

“Because of she’s crabby. She says it’s ’cause she quit smoking again, but guess what? She’s still smoking, so what does that tell you?” Maria tugged at the fancy skirt, which had twisted around her knees.

Roly followed this explanation in a sort of stupor, with his mouth open and his eyebrows up past normal.

“Anyway, now they’ve drawn a perimeter—an imaginary line around the Scamp. If we need something, like Oaty-O’s or toilet paper, we have to write it on a note and put the note in a bottle and toss the bottle inside the perimeter.” Maria shook her head and puffed her bangs up.

A message in a bottle didn’t seem all that different from how Georgia talked with her own mom. The distance, the silence. The hollow thing that holds the questions coiled away and stoppered up. Blythe had been gone one year and eight months. Her perimeter was Massachusetts.

Maria puffed her bangs again. “You just sit there on the ground and stare at the bottle,” she went on, “wondering if they’ll ever come out of the Scamp and get the message or if you’re just going to have to eat Cheez Whiz for breakfast again.”

Roly snapped to. “I love Cheez Whiz.”

“Everybody loves Cheez Whiz, but now my love is ruined.”



Write and wait, wait, wait. Write… and… wait. Georgia loved getting the letters all the same, Mrs. Blythe Lenczycki scribbled in the upper-left corner of the envelope. And the photographs. There was the winter wedding picture: Lyle with all that thick dark hair, that porcelain skin, a deep blue band around his middle and a matching bow tie; and Mom looking so pretty in a cream-colored dress and a crown of yellow flowers in her hair. Then came a picture of Blythe with a big belly, filling out the yellow pleats of a maternity dress. And then, last November, came the picture of baby Rosemary.

“One baby sister is great,” Maria had told Georgia then, as their heads knocked together over the vision of tiny, bald Rosie and her stretchy pink headband and bow. “Two baby sisters is also pretty good,” Maria had said. “Three baby sisters? Dios mío.”



Now they’d arrived at the post office. Mr. Grigg hadn’t turned around the sign in the window yet; it still said MAIL: NO.

“Might you be expecting a letter, Roly?” Maria said. She was clearly probing for jot-worthy information. “A note from a kindly uncle? A card from Mom or Pop? A package from grandma? What about that brother you mentioned?”

“Nosy,” said Roly. He seemed to think about what to say, or if to say. “My brother—he’s not much for writing.”

“Where is he? Do you write him? Your parents?”

“No, I—we don’t write each other.”

“I can help you write a letter,” Maria said. “A letter that’ll make him weep.”

Roly shoved his fists in his pockets and hiked his shoulders. “He’s not gonna write,” he said, “he’s gonna come for me.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah. Pretty soon, too, he’s coming. I don’t need a letter, or a call even if I had a phone, to know he’s coming for me,” Roly said louder.

“When, exactly?” Maria was writing everything down. “Are the Farleys aware?”

Roly came up with a date. “August first.”

“August first?”

“August first,” said Roly, again. “His birthday. The day he turns eighteen.”

“Eighteen?”

“That’s what I said! Drop it, already!”

Maria started to not drop it already, but then Mr. Grigg appeared and tapped on the plate glass window.

Roly said, “I can put up with all the Bible thumping and the Bible food and the Bible stories as long as I know he’s coming to get me. There’s an end in sight.”

Mr. Grigg flipped the sign around; MAIL: YES brushed the glass.

“There’s always an end in sight,” said Maria. “I know this because I’m a writer,” she said. “The trick is to take that ending”—her hand grabbed a fistful of air—“and twist it!”

Inside the post office, Maria collected a hardware store sales flyer, an issue of Scientific American for her dad, plus a card for her grandma from an ancient sister in Oaxaca. Georgia had a letter, too, and they went back outside with their mail and sat on the curb to look it over.

Georgia opened the letter, and a new picture slipped from the folded page: Blythe in a yellow dress with a flared skirt and a raised wineglass in one hand; Rosemary in a purple-and-pink striped onesie, her rounded diaper bottom stretching the stripes. On the back of the picture Blythe had written, Rosie, aged seven months. Chin-chin!

Maria peeked at the picture. “Rosie’s so cuuuute,” she said, and then nodded at the paper in Georgia’s hand. “She say anything about the breathtaking work of art?”

Maria often “spiced up” the letters Georgia wrote to Blythe. The last one Maria spiced up had been, according to Maria, “terrifically exciting” and “wildly entertaining,” with a “tearjerker of a PS.”

PS: I will never forget that pistachio sheet cake, how delicious it was and how green. And that time when you called me in sick from school so we could visit the aquarium when it wasn’t crowded. And when you made me the genie Halloween costume with the gauzy pants and the golden tube top and the hairdo and didn’t even make me cover it all up with a parka. And Freddy. (Maria had given Georgia a strict limit of three memories, so she wasn’t allowed to elaborate about Freddy. Or Blythe’s beautiful singing voice. Or the way she smelled like roses.) I miss you, I long for you. (Maria couldn’t decide which was better so she wrote them both for “double the impact,” and declared the whole thing a “breathtaking work of art.”)

Georgia leaned so she could tuck the picture in her back pocket, and then began to read the letter out loud. “ ‘Dear Georgia, Rosie is adorable, isn’t she? Last week I fed her peas and mashed potatoes. What a mess! She sleeps through the night, and is a joy and delight. Hey! I’m a poet and I didn’t even know it!’ ” That part was cute. She looked up.

“This is the single most boring letter I ever heard,” said Roly.

Georgia turned the letter over; there was more on the other side. “At least she wrote me back,” Georgia said, skimming Blythe’s neat cursive on the second page.

“When my mom writes me back, I have to duck and cover,” said Maria.

“They sent me a recording of my ma reading a bedtime story one time,” Georgia heard Roly say. “It was supposed to help me sleep, at the homes. A CD! How was I supposed to play a CD?” Roly sniffed noisily and Georgia glanced up from her letter. He spat in the dirt, as if to say that was what he thought of that.

“Disgusting,” said Maria. “Do you want your defining feature to be ‘boy who spits’?”

Georgia went back to reading her letter, which was longer than usual.

“Anyway, I’m too old for bedtime stories,” she heard Roly say. She wasn’t really listening.

“But not too mature,” Maria said sweetly.

“So you know what I did with that stupid CD?”

“Stashed it in a velvet-lined box under lock and key? Sold it on the black market? Duplicated—”

“No, no, no—I threw it in the garbage.”

Georgia gasped.

“So what?” Roly glared at her. “So I threw it away, big deal!”

“No, the letter, the letter!” Georgia gripped the letter in both hands as if it weighed ten pounds. “There’s more,” she said.

“What is it?” Maria said, alarmed. She grabbed Georgia’s wrist. “Oh no. Did somebody die? Is it Lyle? Is it baby Rosie? It’s Rosie, isn’t it? She’s sick. She’s dying.” Her hands flew to her cheeks. “Poor little Rosie; she’s dead.” Maria did not whip out her notebook, but Georgia could tell she wanted to.

“Who’s dead?” Roly said.

“Nobody’s dead.” Georgia handed the letter to Maria and started to explain to Roly, “My mother—”

“Shhhhhhh-shush!” Maria hissed as she pushed up her eyeglasses. When she’d finished reading the letter—her speed-reading was as good as her shorthand—she closed her eyes and pressed the flowered notepaper to her chest.
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