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ONE



POLKA DOT

Left, right-left, hop! Right, left-right, hop!” Ms. Endee called in the school gymnasium, using a snappy rhythm. “If you’re facing opposite, you have to do the reverse! Left, right-left, again! Right, left-right, again!”

Megan looked at her friend Cindy and screwed her face into a question mark. “What?”

“It’s left-right-left, hop,” Cindy repeated, using speech and sign language. “And the same thing on the other side. Right, left, right. And then hop.” Cindy tried the step herself but Megan didn’t budge. Instead she gazed around the room at the sight of all her classmates hopping, flopping, and skipping side to side.

“Everybody has ants in their pants!” said Megan.

Cindy laughed a little and grabbed Megan’s hand. “Come on, follow me! It’s better to learn the dance than to stand there catching flies!” She imitated Megan’s open mouth and her slack-jawed expression.

Megan immediately closed her mouth and smirked. “You’re right,” she agreed, squaring off with Cindy. “Let’s dance!”

• • •

Every February, Ms. Endee dedicated a segment of time in her fourth-grade classroom to Folk Dances of Many Nations. It was an unofficial annual tradition at Wilmot Elementary. Most of Ms. Endee’s current fourth-grade class knew the day was coming from listening to kids in the playground from the year before. Even so, the scene in the school gymnasium was the usual chaos.

The students formed two great big circles and each kid faced off with the one standing opposite, as Ms. Endee instructed. Of course, a lot of them were wiggling and chattering and not paying any attention to Ms. Endee’s instructions either.

The fact that there were more girls than boys in their class meant that Megan had to rescue Cindy from partnering with Tony Rosenblum. “You’re dancing with me,” she said, snatching Cindy’s hand and placing her other hand at Cindy’s waist so that they were locked into dance position. Tony Rosenblum ended up dancing with their friend Alexis, a tall, pretty, and supersmart girl who was relatively new at Wilmot Elementary. Alexis Powell was a good sport about dancing with Tony—even though she stood a good three inches above him.

Once the students had tackled the basic “left, right-left, hop,” Ms. Endee turned on the portable boom box from the classroom. “Now try it again, a little faster,” she cried, “and this time to music!” She clapped her hands loudly, in big broad gestures, emphatically marking the loud “oompah-oompah” wafting from the CD player.

Being deaf, Megan couldn’t exactly hear the music. She wore hearing aids so she could sort of hear something, especially something really loud as the music was now. She didn’t hear music the way other kids listen to the radio or iPods or CD players—but Megan knew well enough what music was. In fact, she had a good sense of rhythm. And if the music was as loud as it was in the gym, she could feel the sound vibrations coming through the floor. Other kids might have felt the sound vibrations too—but they didn’t notice or appreciate them the same way because they didn’t happen to be deaf.

In the classroom, Megan relied on Jann, her sign language interpreter, to translate everything that was going on. Other times—both inside the classroom and out—Megan preferred to get the translation from her best friend, Cindy.

“Ready, set, go,” said Cindy. “Come on, Megan, we’re dancing!” Both girls gamely hopped through the steps from left to right, over and over and over.

Megan freed a hand to wag by her ear and looked quizzically at Cindy. “So what’s this music?” she asked.

Cindy didn’t answer the question with words. She pursed her lips, crossed her eyes, and puffed her cheeks, pretending to blast into an imaginary tuba.

Megan laughed out loud. “What are you doing?”

“It’s a tuba,” said Cindy. She freed one hand to spell the word
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“T-U-B-A,” using the manual alphabet. “Tuba!” she repeated, exaggerating her lips as she enunciated both syllables because she knew that Megan was a lip-reader, too.

“What the heck is a ‘tuba’?” Megan replied, twisting her mouth to imitate Cindy’s funny face.

“It’s a big musical instrument that—” Cindy began but stopped because she had just landed directly on Megan’s foot.

“Oww!” cried Megan, stopping to grab her foot and put on a big show. “You stepped on my foot!”

“It’s your fault,” said Cindy distractedly. “You asked me about the tuba!” They shook out their hands and resumed their position to start the dance all over again.

“A tuba must be loud,” said Megan, once they got the hang of the steps.

“How can you tell?” asked Cindy.

“From the vibrations in the floor,” Megan replied. She stopped to press her sneaker flat against the floor.

And that was when Cindy stepped on Megan’s foot for the second time.

“Owwwwwww!” cried Megan, maybe a little louder than was necessary. “You’re not a very good dancer!”

“I’m a great dancer!” Cindy protested. “It’s your fault! You put your foot under my foot when you stopped dancing!”

“Let’s take a break anyway,” said Megan, willing to let it go. “I need to catch my breath.”

Glancing about the room, Megan and Cindy saw that most of their classmates were doing pretty well with the side-step part of the dance. Alexis and Tony Rosenblum in particular seemed to be having a lot of fun. As it turned out, Tony was a pretty good dancer.

“Nice moves, Tony,” said Megan, as the two of them drew near.

“My mom taught me,” Tony replied, somewhat embarrassed at his own ability. He and Alexis paused to take a quick breather alongside Megan and Cindy. “My mom insisted. She rolled up the rug in the living room and everything. I told her everybody would tease me.”

“We’re not teasing you,” said Megan.

“No, no, no,” added Cindy, “we’re very impressed.”

“Tony and I have to keep practicing,” said Alexis. “He dances so well that he’s making me look bad!”

“You don’t look bad,” said Tony, leading Alexis back onto the dance floor. “You do the steps right, but you have to stop looking at your feet!”

Megan and Cindy continued to watch as Tony and Alexis started dancing again. “Look at Tony go,” said Cindy. “I’d be better off dancing with Tony Rosenblum.”

“But you’re stuck with me,” said Megan, tugging Cindy’s hand to pull her back into position. “Deal with it.”

Megan and Cindy grew more confident as they practiced the steps—left, right-left, hop!—to the “oompah” music. As soon as they got comfortable with the dance steps, of course, Ms. Endee made the dance a little more complicated. “Okay, boys and girls!” she announced in her big voice. “Start turning! Everybody, get ready to turn! Ready, set, turn!”

The entire dance floor came to a screeching halt.

“Wha-aat?” the kids cried. Either the kids hadn’t heard what she’d said over the music, didn’t understand what she meant, or simply couldn’t believe it. Regardless, a whole smattering of kids bluntly refused to budge. Dancers pulled partners to a standstill, peppered with loud groans of dismay and disbelief. Everyone was completely thrown by the prospect of where-and-when-and-how-and-whom to turn.

Except for Tony Rosenblum, of course. “I told you we were going to have to turn,” he said to Alexis.

“Ms. Endee!” Alexis cried loudly. “How are we possibly supposed to turn?”

“What is the problem?” the teacher replied with a small chuckle. “I ask for a simple turn—and you act like I said, ‘Stand on your head!’ ”

“Oh! I can stand on my head!” cried Casey Waite, raising her hand. Several other budding gymnasts threw their hands in the air as well.

“Thanks for offering, Casey,” Ms. Endee replied, “but we don’t need to see you stand on your head again.” She turned toward Jann, Megan’s sign interpreter. “Jann,” she said, extending her hand, “would you care to join me on the dance floor?”

“I’d be delighted,” Jann replied.

The children giggled as Ms. Endee and Jann stepped into the middle of the room as dance partners. The two women took their positions and began the little side-step shuffle to the music. “Watch closely!” Ms. Endee called out, as she and Jann marked the movement. “Every time you hop, you also turn. Ready? Set? Starting now!”

At the next opportunity, Ms. Endee and Jann began hopping and turning around each other in little circles on the dance floor, never once missing the next step or landing on each other’s foot. It was almost a gallop, really—and the little gallops rolled into a much larger gallop that took them all the way around the gymnasium floor, somehow managing to sidestep and hop and turn, all at the same time. The kids roared with approval. Ms. Endee and Jann laughed over their own dancing. After one full round, they released each other and turned toward the students with quick curtsies and bows.

“Now you try,” Ms. Endee said encouragingly. “Come on! Give it a shot! You’ll never know until you try!”

Jann approached Megan and Cindy for a brief huddle. “Do you girls understand?” she asked in sign.

“I think so,” said Megan. “It looks like fun.”

Cindy nodded in agreement.

“Okay, show us what you got,” Jann enthused—and ran back to the far corner of the gym where she could watch the action without getting trampled.

Megan and Cindy eagerly squeezed each other’s palms in time to the beat.

“You know I’m going to step on your foot,” said Cindy.

“Bring it on,” said Megan, moving into position. “I’m ready this time!”

Ms. Endee turned on the “oompah” music and clapped the beat until the students were comfortable with the side-step shuffle again. Then she cried, “And now, turn!”

At her command, kids galloped—and continued to gallop and kept galloping—until they had galloped all the way around the room. It seemed impossible at first but as each couple gathered its own momentum, the prospect of turning wasn’t so bad. If one dancer managed the turn, he or she pulled the partner along. Pretty soon, they were flinging one another about with relative ease. Mostly, the kids found themselves so surprised they hadn’t fallen to the ground that they laughed at their own success or failure.

Tony Rosenblum and Alexis were turning so fast that Tony lost his glasses. Alexis managed to retrieve them before they got stomped in the horde of kids. She handed them back to him, he put them on, and they resumed the dance position. “More?” said Tony. “It’s a jungle out there.”

“Let’s do it,” said Alexis.

Megan and Cindy were doing really very well with the polka—until Megan tried to get tricky and switch direction. Naturally, Cindy landed right on Megan’s foot again.

“Owwwwwww!” Megan howled, even more dramatically than before. She stopped in her tracks and leaned over to rub her foot.

“Did I hurt you?” asked Cindy, stopping to look down as well.

“Not really,” said Megan, “I was just acting.” Glancing toward Cindy, she noticed a frenzied crunch of kids circling the floor—and headed right for them. Megan and Cindy were directly in the path of oncoming polka traffic. Megan quickly yanked Cindy to the side of the dance floor to avoid collisions—where they laughed, screamed, and caught their breath.

“Close call,” said Cindy from the sidelines.

“You owe me,” Megan replied. “I saved your life!”

“More?” said Cindy, resuming the dance position.

“More!” said Megan, yanking her partner back onto the floor.

With all the laughter and energy it took to do the polka, almost all the students were quickly winded—but the polka charged forward, and the excitement continued to climb. If a couple messed up or tripped over their own feet, they dove right back in. Nobody gave up until everyone was on the dance floor—dancing.

“I told you!” cried Ms. Endee, delighted with the results.

By the time the song ended, the entire fourth grade had the hang of the dance. They gave a big cheer and a huge round of applause, clapping for their partners, the music, and the whole class at large.

“That was a blast!” said Megan, leaning toward Cindy’s ear. “This tuba dance is crazy!”

“It’s not the ‘tuba dance,’ ” Cindy replied. “It’s called the polka.”

“Spell it,” said Megan.

Cindy released a hand to spell “P-O-L-K-A.”
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“Pol-ka,” Megan repeated, enunciating each syllable.

“Did we all enjoy that?” asked Ms. Endee, as the noise level simmered down. Megan’s hand shot into the air. “Yes, Megan,” her teacher replied.

“What’s the difference between the ‘polka’ and the ‘polka dot’?” Megan asked.

The class laughed as though the question was silly but Ms. Endee answered it all the same. “Good question,” said Ms. Endee. “The polka craze hit the United States in 1840 or so. ‘Polka’ is Polish for ‘a Polish lady’ and ‘pulka’ means ‘half’ in Czech, so it’s anybody’s guess how the dance was named. The dance was so popular that people would buy anything with the word ‘polka’ attached to it—even crazy fabric covered with dots—and that’s how we got the ‘polka dot’!”

Jann translated Ms. Endee’s response into sign language so that Megan would be sure to understand.

“So the polka was like disco?” asked Tony Rosenblum.

“Like disco,” said Ms. Endee, “like hip-hop, like rap.”

It cracked the kids up that Ms. Endee referred to hip-hop and rap.

“But where did the polka come from?” asked Megan.

“The polka is danced all over the world,” Ms. Endee explained, “but the dance itself probably originated in the Czech Republic, or more specifically in a country that doesn’t actually exist anymore called Czechoslovkia.”

“Oh, boy,” Cindy muttered under her breath. “Czechoslovakia?! Watch this!” She turned her attention toward Jann, Megan’s sign interpreter. Cindy was not alone. The entire class enjoyed watching Jann scramble through challenging translations of difficult phrases, complicated ideas, and really hard spelling words. They shifted their gaze toward Jann to see how she was going to handle “Czechoslovakia.” Even Ms. Endee glanced over in anticipation.

Sure enough, when Jann arrived at the tricky word, she shifted from sign language into the manual alphabet and slowed her movements down slightly to make sure she got every letter correct.
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At the end, Jann wiped her brow with a loud “whew” and shook her tired hands with relief. The students gave her a nice round of applause.

“You know, boys and girls, I’ve been thinking,” said Ms. Endee. “We had such a huge success with the polka today that maybe we should put on a big demonstration for the whole school! How would you like that, huh? We could invite your parents, family, and friends to attend! How about a show of hands? How many people would like to do that?”

Ms. Endee seemed to be the only person who thought it was a good idea. Most kids felt okay making fools of themselves in phys. ed.—at least, every once in a while. But who wanted to suffer the same embarrassment in front of the whole school? Apparently, no one. Not a single hand was raised.

Well, not at first. A split-second after Jann finished the sign language translation of Ms. Endee’s request, Megan’s hand shot into the air.

“Megan?” asked Ms. Endee. “Megan is the only one? Nobody else wants to perform the polka for family and friends?”

“Let Megan do a solo!” cried Ronnie Jiu, trying to be funny as usual. “A solo for Megan! I’d like to see that!” The entire class laughed.

“What did he say?” asked Megan, reacting to the laughter that was obvious on the faces around her.

“He said you could do a ‘solo,’ ” Ms. Endee explained. “It was only a little joke. Ronnie wasn’t being mean.”

“Okay—but what’s a ‘solo’?” asked Megan.

“It means when you’re out there all by yourself,” Cindy explained. “Just you. Nobody else. That’s a solo.”

Out there by myself, thought Megan. Sounds good to me. “So what’s wrong with that?” she asked out loud. Between the sign language and spoken word, she made herself heard. “What’s so funny about a solo?” The class responded with a burst of outrageous laughter as though Megan had just said the funniest thing.

“I’m serious,” Megan protested, repeating the question. “What’s wrong with me dancing all by myself?”

Her class laughed louder still.

It seemed as if this situation happened all the time. Whenever Megan asked what she thought was a perfectly reasonable question, everybody laughed.



TWO



SIGN LANGUAGE

Megan and her mother, Lainee, had their own form of sign language. When Megan got home from school that day, she wanted to tell her mother about that awkward moment after the polka—when all the kids had laughed and she felt a little lonely, different, and weird.

Instead of searching for the words in sign language, Megan sat on a kitchen stool and slumped across the counter. Her arm sprawled so that her knuckles knocked into the bread box. Her face pressed against the tiles so that one cheek smooshed and her lips puckered. Her legs dangled off the stool like a discarded rag doll, and her weight rocked the stool on its legs as though it might tumble to the ground at any moment. Her whole body turned into a pathetic little sigh.

It worked. Lainee turned from the sink, took one look at Megan—and said, “Okay—what?”

Megan shrugged and let her focus wander in another direction—which was her sign for “I don’t want to talk about it but keep asking me questions.”

Lainee reached for a bunch of white grapes, ran them under a quick blast of water in the sink, bundled them in a paper towel, and dropped them on the counter. She dragged a kitchen stool opposite Megan and pulled her daughter upright so that they were sitting knee-to-knee.

“Something’s going on,” said Lainee. “Tell me what it is.”

Megan tugged a grape from the bunch and popped it into her mouth. She looked directly at her mother and let her eyes go blank—and then she began to chew.

“Is it school?” asked Lainee.

Megan scratched her cheek.

“Kids at school?” asked Lainee.

Megan shrugged. She plucked another grape, bit it in two, and studied the half that remained between her fingers.

“You’re lonely, maybe? Misunderstood?” said Lainee.

Megan didn’t want to say yes too quickly but she did want to let her mother know that she was warm. She sat up on the stool, let the grape wander to the opposite cheek—and continued to chew.

“Did somebody say something to upset you?”

Megan stopped chewing—which was a sign for “yes.”

“Do you want to tell me what they said?”

Megan started chewing again—which was a sign for “no.”

“Megan, honey,” said her mother, smacking the counter in frustration, “I’m not playing Twenty Questions! Please stop sulking and just tell me what’s wrong! You know I love you, but it drives me crazy when you won’t speak your mind!”

Megan didn’t hold it in a moment longer. “Kids laughed at me!” she blurted—both in sign and speech.

Her mother was quiet but only for a moment. “Oh, I see,” she said. She reached for a grape to pop into her mouth. “And were you being silly?”

“No!” Megan erupted with indignation. “Mom! I was being absolutely serious and everybody laughed at me!”

“Well, you can be silly sometimes so it wasn’t a completely stupid question,” her mother replied evenly. “Do you want to tell me what happened?”

Megan fingered a grape but didn’t tug it from the bunch. “We were learning the polka,” she said, “and Ms. Endee said we should do the polka for the whole school—but I was the only one who wanted to dance. Somebody said I should do a ‘solo’—which means doing the polka all by myself, which is stupid because you dance the polka with a partner—but anyway I said, ‘What’s wrong with that? What’s wrong with a solo? Why can’t I dance all by myself?’ And that’s when everybody laughed at me.”

Lainee let a moment pass before she spoke. Even then, all she said was, “Aw, honey.”

“You think it’s funny, too,” said Megan.

“Am I laughing?” her mother replied. “You know I would never laugh at you. I would love to see you dance a solo. Polka or otherwise. Anytime!”

“So why were they laughing?” asked Megan.

“Maybe it was fun to imagine you dancing all by yourself,” her mom replied. “Maybe they were laughing because they were delighted.”

Megan looked down her nose at her mother. “You don’t seriously believe that,” she said.

“Maybe,” her mom continued. “I don’t know; I wasn’t there! All I know is that you can’t worry about what other people think. You’ll drive yourself crazy that way. What you need to do is to be like the army!”

“Be like the army?” asked Megan.

“ ‘Be all that you can be!’ ” said Lainee. “All you can do is to be you.”

“But I’m already me,” said Megan. “Who else could I be?”

“I meant like—be the best you can be,” said her mother.

“They were laughing because I’m deaf,” said Megan.

“I don’t think that’s true,” her mother said quickly.

“Then because I’m different,” Megan argued.

“We’re all different,” said her mother, giving up on the grapes.

“Not different like me,” said Megan.

“You know what I think?” her mother suggested. “I think you should get on the computer and have a good talk with Lizzie, your friend from summer camp.”

Megan smiled. She always smiled at the thought of Lizzie, this great girl that she and Cindy had met at summer camp. Lizzie also happened to be deaf but she didn’t have the ability to speak, as Megan did. Lizzie spoke only sign language but they both read lips. Not surprisingly, Megan and Lizzie became fast friends—which made Megan’s best friend Cindy uncomfortable at first, but now they all got along. Unfortunately, Lizzie lived in Long Grove, a suburb on the absolute other side of the city than the suburb where Megan lived, almost an hour away. Lizzie attended the Illinois School for the Deaf, an all-deaf school, so she and Megan almost never had a chance to get together. Even so, they spoke often enough using the computer.

Megan was always happy to hop on the computer, but she still didn’t understand how that was going to help her problem. “Why call Lizzie?” she asked her mom. “Lizzie wasn’t at my school today. She doesn’t know what happened. What is Lizzie going to tell me?”

“It always makes you happy when you talk to Lizzie,” her mother urged. “And I hate to see you feeling so down.” She ran her hand across Megan’s face and gently stroked her hair. “Besides,” she continued, “I bet Lizzie has been blue a few times too. I bet she’s had a few days when she was tired of seeming different and felt out there all by herself. If you talk to Lizzie, maybe you won’t feel quite so ‘solo.’ ”

Megan didn’t respond, but she smiled a little bit. Gradually she straightened up on the kitchen stool. She hadn’t even spoken with Lizzie yet—but she already felt better.

“Hit the computer,” said Lainee, slapping her daughter’s knee. “I have to get supper ready.” As Lainee moved toward the refrigerator, Lizzie hopped off the stool and headed for the alcove where they kept the family computer. “Oh, and honey?” Lainee added, flagging her daughter’s attention. “When your father gets home and asks if you learned anything at school today? I wouldn’t mention the polka. I mean, he’d be happy to hear about the polka—but be sure to tell him what you learned in math, science, grammar, or something like that.”

“Daddy doesn’t like the polka?” asked Megan.

“It’s not that he doesn’t like the polka,” Lainee hedged. “It’s just that your father gets so crazy worrying that you’ll be ready for college that he’d rather hear about the stuff going into your brain. You know! The serious stuff!”

“We learned the polka came from Czechoslovakia,” Megan offered. She made a little performance out of spelling all the letters in “Czechoslovakia” correctly with the manual alphabet.

“Oh, yes, excellent!” Lainee replied. “Say ‘Czechoslovakia’ and then spell it for him! That’ll make him so proud! He’ll talk about that for days!”

• • •

Megan opened her instant message account and clicked on the rubber ducky icon that connected to Lizzie’s screen name. A new box opened with a camera icon in the upper right corner.

Megan checked the camera on top of the computer monitor. The green light indicated that everything was working. Moments later, a new window opened and a video image of Lizzie popped into the frame.

“Hey, girl!” Lizzie signed. “You caught me doing homework in my bedroom!” Megan could tell Lizzie was sitting in her bedroom from the tiny video screen.

“Well, get rid of that pencil and talk to me,” Megan signed back.

Lizzie leaned the tip of her pencil on the corner of her mouth and pretended to chomp on it, gobbling away, while she was actually inching the pencil into the palm of her hand. When the pencil disappeared, Lizzie wiped the corners of her mouth as though she had actually eaten the whole thing.

“Girl, you are so crazy!” Megan signed, even as she chuckled.

“You told me to get rid of the pencil!” Lizzie protested in mock alarm.

“I miss you!” Megan signed. “You make me laugh!”

“You always make me laugh too,” Lizzie signed back. “And, boy-oh-boy, do I have a big surprise for you!”

“I hate surprises!” said Megan, delighted.

“Then you’re really going to hate this one!” said Lizzie.

“Tell me! What is it?”

“I’m not going to tell you and ruin the surprise!” Lizzie replied. “I’ve said too much! I’m changing the subject! So what’s up? How have you been?”

“Oh, Lizzie,” Megan signed, “it gets so boring sometimes! Do you ever feel like you’re the only deaf kid in the world?”

“Not really,” answered Lizzie. “I go to an all-deaf school! Almost everybody I know is deaf! Sometimes I feel like I’m the only one with a sense of humor—but there’s always somebody deaf around!”

“Not at my school,” said Megan. “I’m the only one.”

“Bummer,” said Lizzie. “Wow, I feel really bad for you.” She tossed her blond hair back over her shoulders, acting like a mean girl in high school, pretending to care more than she actually did.

“My mom thought you could relate,” said Megan, “but I guess she was wrong.” She sulked slightly—and pouted and sighed.

“Hey, okay, what’s the matter?” asked Lizzie, with real concern. “What happened?”

“Same old thing that happens all the time,” Megan groused. “The deaf girl asks a stupid question and all the nondeaf kids get to laugh. ‘Look at Megan; she’s so funny!’ ”

“Ouch,” said Lizzie. “I’d hate that.”


OEBPS/images/f0013-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0014-01.jpg






OEBPS/images/9781481456388.jpg
MARLEE& MATLIN
DOUG COONEY

:ADIRNG
LADIES

IXX

XXX

DOO OO ¢

SIMON & SCHUSTER BOOKS
FOR YOUNG READERS

NEW YORK LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY





OEBPS/images/f0004-01.jpg







OEBPS/xhtml/contents.html

CONTENTS


Acknowledgment


Chapter One: Polka Dot


Chapter Two: Sign Language


Chapter Three: Solo, It Is


Chapter Four: Wizard


Chapter Five: Mirror, Mirror


Chapter Six: The Tricky Part


Chapter Seven: Sit, Solo, Sit


Chapter Eight: Stay


Chapter Nine: Thank You, Next!


Chapter Ten: Costume Lady


Chapter Eleven: One Good Trick


Chapter Twelve: Happy Endings


Chapter Thirteen: French Fries


Chapter Fourteen: The Number 4 Leap


Chapter Fifteen: The Sneaky Part


Chapter Sixteen: Meow


Chapter Seventeen: Cold Fries


Chapter Eighteen: Break a Leg


Chapter Nineteen: The Nick of Time


Chapter Twenty: The Show Must Go On


About Marlee Matlin and Doug Cooney









