Reading: The White Dress	
	
It was the night before the senior prom, and one girl didn't have a dress to wear. Her family was poor.  They lived on the small amount of money her mom made as a waitress.  Life for Clara was difficult. There were few happy times.  

Today, Clara went to a funeral to say good-bye to an elderly neighbor. She died a few days ago. Inside the funeral home, walked into a small room by mistake. Inside, Clara saw a young girl about her age in a casket.  As she looked inside the coffin, she noticed the dead girl’s dress was pretty and new. 

While looking at the dress, the manager came in and said it was time to leave.  He closed the casket and said this girl would be buried tomorrow morning.  After the manager left, Clara walked down the hall to the room to see her old neighbor. 

A few minutes later, Clara heard a lot of crying down the hall.  Someone had collapsed in one of the rooms. Everyone, including the manager, ran to help the family.  Suddenly, Clara had an idea.  She went into the room with the body of the young girl, opened the casket, took the white dress from the girl’s body and closed the casket. She put the white dress into her school bag, ran out of the room and left the funeral home. Amazingly, nobody had seen her steal the dress.

As she walked home, Clara thought about her actions.  Was it wrong to steal something from a dead person?  Especially a dead person who would never be seen again by another human being?  She decided that the world was a crazy and full of selfish people.  Why was it right for some people to have nice things while others were poor?  She decided there was no right or wrong, no good or evil.  There was only money and poverty. The next night, she put on the white dress and went to the prom. 

Clara danced with many boys. But, her joints began to get stiff. Later in the evening, her muscles started to hurt. Soon it was hard to walk. She thought maybe there was something wrong with the dress, so she went into the restroom.  She took off the dress and looked all over. She couldn't find anything wrong with it.  So she put it back on. 

As Clara danced, she became cold. She fell down on the floor and couldn’t move. The ambulance was called. She was rushed to a hospital. The doctors said Clara was dead - but she was alive!  She could hear every word everyone said, and see everything that was happening.  She just couldn't move or speak.  Soon, she was lying in the funeral home wearing the same white dress.  Her family and friends visited her casket and were crying.  She tried to move or cry out, but she couldn't. 

The manager came in and closed the lid of her casket.  The next day, the casket was taken to the cemetery. Clara could hear the gravediggers working.  

"Did you hear what happened at the funeral home this morning?" said one of them. 

"No, what?" said the other as they threw shovels of dirt onto Clara’s casket. 

"A young assistant in the funeral home heard a knocking sound in one of the caskets. Well, she opened it up, and a young girl climbed out.  She said she'd been the victim of a black magic.  Someone had given her a dress with zombie powder, so she seemed dead but she wasn't." 

"Huh," said the first gravedigger. "I wonder what happened to that dress." 

And then Clara couldn't hear anything else.... 

Reading: American Pepper 

      "Mummy! Mummy!" shouted Murna from the front door. "There's a package."
      Her mother, Ellen, looked at her in surprise. She had no idea who could have sent them a package.
      "From America, Ellen," he said. "See! American stamps."
      It was true. In the top right-hand corner of the brown paper package were three strange stamps. The package was addressed to Ellen, in big, black letters.
      "Well, it must be from Aunt Jane," said Ellen. "It must be twenty years since we heard anything from her. I thought she would have been dead by now."
      Ellen's husband, Jonas, and her son Allen, were coming in from the garden, where Murna had run to tell them about the package. "Well, open it!" said Allen. "Let's see what's inside!"
     Ellen began to open the box. Inside, there was a silver container with a round lid, which was taped shut. There was a letter.
      "What is it?" asked Murna. "Is it a present?"
      "I have no idea," said Ellen. "I think it must be from Aunt Jane. She went to America almost thirty years ago. But we haven't heard from her in years.  Perhaps the letter will tell us." She opened the page, then looked up. "Well, this is no help!" she said. "It's written in English! How does she expect us to read English? We're poor and have no education."
      "Well, open the pot, anyway," said Jonas. "Let's see what's inside."
     Ellen pulled the tape from the silver pot, and opened the lid.
      "Strange," said Allen. "All I see is powder." The pot was full of a light-grey powder.
      "What is it?" asked Murna.
      "We don't know," said Ellen. "What do you think?" Murna starred into the pot.
      "I think it's coffee," she announced, "American coffee."
      "It's the wrong color for coffee," said Jonas. "It must be some kind of food."  Murna put her nose right down into the pot. Suddenly, she lifted her head and sneezed.
      "It got up my nose," she explained.
      "That's it!" said Allen. "It must be pepper! Let me try some." Dipping a finger into the powder, he licked it. "Yes," he said, "it's pepper. Mild, but tasty. It's American pepper."
      "All right," said Ellen, "we'll try it on the stew tonight. We'll have American stew!"
      That evening, the family agreed that American pepper added a special taste to their stew. By the end of the week, there was only a teaspoonful of powder left in the silver container.
      "We're saving the last bit of powder for Sunday. Dr. Haret is coming to dinner, and we'll let him have some as a special treat."
      The following Sunday, the family put on their best clothes for dinner with Dr. Haret. He was the local doctor, and had been a friend for many years. Once every couple of months, Ellen invited the doctor for dinner, and they all looked forward to his funny stories.
      During dinner, Ellen told the doctor about the American pepper, and the letter they could not read.
      "Well, give it to me” said the doctor. "I speak English! I can translate it for you."
      Ellen brought the letter, and the family waited as the doctor began to translate.
      
"Dear Ellen: you don't know me, but I am the son of your Aunt Jane. She never talked much about the old country. My mother died two weeks ago, and her cremation took place last week. I am sending her ashes to you in a silver pot. Please place her ashes over the ground where she was born. Your cousin, George Leary."

