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“I would sort of like to go,” Anastasia said, “because I’ve never been on an airplane in my life and I would sort of like to take a plane trip.”

“So shall I make three reservations? Have you decided?” Her mother was sitting beside the telephone and she had the yellow pages open to AIRLINES. With her ballpoint pen she drew a circle around a number and reached over to dial.

“Weeeellll,” Anastasia said indecisively, “I think I might be scared of flying. Maybe I ought to start my flying career with a real short flight, just to Nantucket or something, instead of all the way to California.”

Mrs. Krupnik sighed. “All right then. If that’s how you feel, maybe you’re correct. I’ll make two reservations, for Dad and me.”

Anastasia began to chew on a strand of hair. “On the other hand—” she said, with hair in her mouth.

“On the other hand what?”

“I’ve never been to California in my life. This may be my only chance. And since I’ve decided to become a journalist, I should be open to new experiences.”

“I guarantee you will have other opportunities to go to California. However, if you want to go tomorrow, you have to say so right now, Anastasia.”

“I have an English test tomorrow, on Johnny Tremain. So I should stay here.”

“Look at me,” her mother announced. “Watch my finger closely. I’m dialing the phone. Make up your mind.” She pressed several of the buttons on the telephone.

“But I hated Johnny Tremain,” Anastasia went on. “I’ll probably flunk the test. So maybe I should go.”

“It’s ringing,” her mother announced. “Decide.”

“But of course it’s not going to be a fun trip or anything. No time to go to Disneyland. You did say that, didn’t you, Mom—no Disneyland, no movie stars’ houses or anything?”

Her mother nodded. She was listening intently to the voice on the telephone. Finally she looked up in disgust. “Rats,” she said. “I’m on hold. A recording told me that all their personnel are busy at the moment. Do you believe that? I don’t. I think they’re all drinking coffee.”

She held the receiver out, and Anastasia listened for a moment to the music playing. “Yeah,” she said. “They’re probably all hanging out together, drinking coffee. But it does give me another minute to decide. If I go, all my friends will be jealous, which would be nice. But probably I should stay, to help take care of Sam.”

“Sam will be fine. It’s only two days, and Mrs. Stein loves taking care of him.”

“Realistically, Mom, what do you think the chances are of a movie scout noticing me during two days in Los Angeles?”

“Realistically? Zero.”

Anastasia scowled. “You could have said something more supportive, Mom,” she said.

“I’m being honest, and honesty is supportive. Here are the facts, Anastasia: It will be an exhausting trip, out to Los Angeles and back for only two days. It will not be fun—no Disneyland or tours of movie studios. On the other hand, Dad and I would be happy to have you come with us, and your Uncle George would appreciate it, I know, and— Yes? Hello?” She turned back to the telephone. Someone had finally answered.

Anastasia shook her head hard. “No,” she said. “I don’t want to go.”

“One moment, please,” her mother said into the phone. She covered the receiver with one hand and turned to Anastasia. “You’re sure? You don’t want to come?”

“Positive. I’ll stay here.”

Mrs. Krupnik spoke again into the telephone. “I’d like two reservations, please, from Boston to Los Angeles tomorrow morning, returning on Thursday. Myron and Katherine Krupnik.”

Anastasia got up from her chair and wandered over to the refrigerator. She took out a piece of leftover chicken, two pickles, some grapes, and a chunk of cheese; carefully she piled it all on a plate and took it to the kitchen table. She began to eat, even though it would be dinnertime in an hour. She was starving. Decision-making was so hunger-producing when you were thirteen.

 

Later in the evening, after Sam was in bed, Anastasia wandered into her parents’ bedroom to watch them pack for the trip.

“Would you guys like to know the real reason I decided not to go with you?” she asked.

Her father was polishing a pair of shoes that he planned to pack. Her mother was putting some jewelry into a small traveling case. They both looked over to where Anastasia was standing in the doorway, eating an apple.

“Sure,” her father said.

“I was scared,” Anastasia confessed.

“Of flying?” her mother asked. “You mentioned that. I was surprised. You’re not usually scared of new experiences.”

“No,” Anastasia said, “not of flying. I’d really like to go someplace in an airplane. The new experience I’m scared of is—yuck, I even hate the word—funerals.”

“But, Anastasia,” her mother said, “you went to your grandmother’s funeral when you were only ten years old. I remember that you behaved beautifully and that afterward you said you had liked being there, that it was a nice chance to hear people talk about your grandmother and their memories of her.”

Anastasia bit into her apple again. “True,” she said, chewing. “But you can see what the difference is. The age thing, for one.”

“Well, you were ten then, and you’re thirteen now. You’re more mature—that should make it even easier,” her mother said.

“I mean the age of the, ah, the deceased person,” Anastasia pointed out.

Dr. Krupnik nodded. “I can understand that. Your grandmother was in her nineties, and your Aunt Rose—well, let me see. Katherine, how old was Rose?”

Mrs. Krupnik wrinkled her forehead, thinking. “Fifty-five, maybe?” she said, finally.

“See?” said Anastasia. “That’s old, but still, it’s not like ninety-two. And also, there’s the other thing.”

Her parents looked at her.

“Other thing?” her mother asked.

Anastasia cringed. “I don’t quite know how to say it. Cause of Death.”

Her parents both nodded. They looked very sad.

“Grandmother just died in her sleep, remember? And that seemed okay, because she was so old and tired, anyway. But Aunt Rose—well, I’m sorry, Dad, because I know she was your brother’s wife and all, and I guess she was an okay lady, even though I don’t really remember her because I hadn’t seen her since I was little, but I have to tell you that I am really grossed out by her Cause of Death.”

“Food poisoning? It’s tragic,” her father said, “but I wouldn’t call it gross.”

“That other word. I heard you say it to Uncle George on the phone.”

“Salmonella.”

“YUCK!”

“Why yuck? It’s the medical term for a particular kind of food poisoning.”

Anastasia made a face. “It sounds like someone’s name. A mobster. A hit man. My Aunt Rose was killed by Sal Monella. It sounds like something a journalist should write about. By the way, do you know that when you write a newspaper story you should answer the questions ‘who, what, when, where, and why’ right in the very first paragraph?”

Dr. Krupnik sighed and put his newly polished shoes into the suitcase. “Well, here’s the who, what, when, where, and why,” he said. “Your Aunt Rose was unfortunately killed last night by one of the finest restaurants in Los Angeles, where she made the mistake of ordering some food that had not been properly stored and refrigerated. And as a result, incidentally, your Uncle George will no doubt collect a fortune in a legal settlement.”

“No kidding? Uncle George will be rich?”

“I’m quite sure he would much prefer to have Rose back,” Mrs. Krupnik said. “They never had a lot of money, but they were very happily married.” She put a blouse into the suitcase, and sighed. “Poor George. This is going to be a sad, sad funeral, Myron,” she said. “Anastasia’s right. I don’t blame her for not wanting to go.”

“Since I’m not going, I should be reading Johnny Tremain again,” Anastasia confessed gloomily. “I know I’ll flunk the test.”

“No, you won’t,” her father reassured her. “You always do well in English.”

Anastasia sat down in the middle of her parents’ king-sized bed and curled her legs up under her. She tossed her apple core into the wastebasket. “I wish they’d assign Gone with the Wind in seventh-grade English,” she said.

Her mother looked over from where she was folding a nightgown. “They couldn’t,” she said. “It’s too risqué.”

“Mom,” Anastasia said, “there isn’t a single sex scene in Gone with the Wind. And only one ‘damn.’ Remember when Rhett Butler says to Scarlett—”

“‘Frankly, my dear, I don’t give a damn,’” Mrs. Krupnik said in a deep voice along with Anastasia, and they both laughed.

Dr. Krupnik made a face. “It’s terrible literature,” he said.

“But it’s so romantic, Dad. I love romance. I wish someone would say to me, in a deep voice: ‘Frankly, my dear, I don’t give a damn.’ Someone rich and handsome, with a mustache, like Clark Gable.”

Anastasia pulled her long hair up into a pile on top of her head. She rose to her knees so that she could see herself in the mirror on the opposite wall. With one hand she held her hair in place, and with the other she pulled the neck of her sweatshirt down over one shoulder. “Do you think I have a swanlike neck, Mom?” she asked.

Her mother glanced over at Anastasia’s neck. “Long and skinny, yes,” she said. She went to the closet. “Myron,” she asked, “what ties do you want to take? You’ll need something dark and somber, for the services.”

Anastasia pulled her sweatshirt tight around her and looked sideways toward the mirror, to see her body in profile. “Would you call me voluptuous?” she asked.

“No,” said her father. “Thank goodness. I don’t want a voluptuous thirteen-year-old daughter. You can be voluptuous when you’re twenty-seven, not before.”

Anastasia flopped back down on the bed and sighed. “Well,” she said, “I don’t know any rich, handsome men with mustaches anyway. I just know obnoxious seventh-grade boys. None of them even shave yet.”

Her mother snapped the suitcase closed. “There,” she said. “All set. Anastasia, when you get home from school tomorrow, Mrs. Stein will be here, with Sam. Give her a hand with things, would you? And we’ll be back late Thursday afternoon.”

“It’s ten o’clock, Anastasia,” said her father. “You ought to be getting to bed.”

Anastasia disentangled her legs and stood up. She kissed her father and her mother and went to the hall.

“Don’t be dismayed if you notice lights in my room all night long,” she called back to them. “I will probably be reading Johnny Tremain three or four times, because I know how important it is to you guys that I get an A in English.”

She could hear her father’s voice respond as she headed up the stairs to her third-floor bedroom.

“Frankly, my dear,” he was calling in a deep voice, “I don’t give a—”

Giggling, Anastasia closed her door. She sprawled on her bed and took out the notebook in which she was practicing for a journalism career.
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Rose Krupnik, wife of Los Angeles businessman George Krupnik (brother of well-known Harvard professor Myron) expired yesterday because of the sinister manipulations of Sal Monella, and brought grief to a Boston household which includes Anastasia Krupnik, 13, aspiring journalist.
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The test on Johnny Tremain was grim. Anastasia hadn’t bothered looking at the book again the night before. Now, in school, she answered the questions as well as she could—but she knew it wasn’t very well.

When she had finished, she leaned back in her seat and stared out the window of the classroom. Maybe, she thought, instead of a journalist, she should be an English teacher when she grew up. Probably there was a rule that seventh graders had to read a historical novel—that was why they assigned Johnny Tremain every year. But she, when she became an English teacher, would definitely assign Gone with the Wind in seventh grade.

She began to compose a test on Gone with the Wind. The short-answer questions were easy: the names of Scarlett’s sisters, stuff like that.

Essay questions were tougher. But Anastasia had a good one:

“Scarlett O’Hara seemed to think that Ashley Wilkes was a wimp. Do you agree, or disagree? Give your reasons.”

Anastasia sort of agreed. Ashley and Melanie were both kind of wimpy. But she wasn’t exactly sure why. She tried to think of some reasons. If they had lived in current times, Melanie probably would have worn lace-up shoes. Ashley would have gone to the symphony instead of rock concerts—just like Anastasia’s father, who was occasionally pretty wimpy himself, in a lovable sort of way.

“Anastasia?”

She jumped. It was Mr. Rafferty, standing by her desk and
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