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 To my mother



 Chapter One

If Sophie hadn’t stopped to watch television with John on Saturday morning but had gone straight to the kitchen and written a note saying she was going to Alice’s house, she might have been able to slip out the back door before her mother came down. The Hartley family wouldn’t have gotten into such a mess later on, either.

But it was one of Sophie’s favorite TV programs. Even though she’d seen it a million times, she couldn’t resist. It put her totally off schedule.

“Oh, no, you don’t,” said Mrs. Hartley, coming into the kitchen as Sophie was opening the back door. She had Maura on one hip and the bucket of household cleaning supplies resting on the other. “Where do you think you’re going?” She plopped Maura in her high chair and put the bucket on the floor next to the sink. “Have you cleaned your room yet?” she said, turning to Sophie with a knowing look.

 Sophie vowed never to watch TV again. There was a small window of opportunity in which a person could escape from the Hartley house on a Saturday morning before Mrs. Hartley appeared and started assigning chores, and Sophie had missed it. Horrible chores that wasted the entire morning, like dusting tables and sweeping the mudroom floor and other totally unnecessary tasks. What was the point of cleaning the house when it was only going to get dirty again?

Sophie eyed the distance from the back porch to the garage longingly. She could probably be on her bike and down the driveway before her mother made it to the door. But when she tried to imagine what it would be like when she came home, all she could see was black.


 “Alice invited me over,” she said, one hand on the doorknob and the other clutching the strap of her bicycle helmet.

“You can go to Alice’s when your jobs are done.” Her mother poured some dry cereal on the tray of the highchair and handed Maura a cup with a lid. “First, you need to strip your bed, put on clean sheets, and vacuum your room.”

“Thad went out without doing his room,” said Sophie.

“Thad has soccer practice.”

“What about Nora?”

“Nora’s asleep.” Her mother put her mug of coffee on the table and sat down. “All you have to worry about is yourself.”

“I don’t see why I have to work when no one else is,” Sophie insisted stubbornly. “John is watching TV, and look at Maura. She’s making a mess and she doesn’t even have to clean it up.”

It was true. There was more dry cereal on the floor around Maura’s highchair than on her tray, and the pieces there were floating in a pool of juice like miniature life preservers. Maura slapped the pool with her hand and laughed.

 Mrs. Hartley expertly grabbed her hand while sopping up the juice with the towel she kept over her shoulder for such emergencies. Then she took away Maura’s cup and handed her a piece of banana. Maura immediately crammed it into her mouth.

“I’ll make Maura mop the floor the minute she learns how to walk,” Mrs. Hartley said. “I promise.”

“It’s not funny.” Sophie reluctantly hung her helmet back on its hook next to the door. She was sick of the way Maura got out of doing everything just because she was a baby. And Thad because he played sports. And Nora because she needed her “beauty sleep,” as she called it. It wasn’t fair.

“Why doesn’t John have to strip his bed?” she asked.

“John is six,” said her mother. “When you were six, you didn’t change your bed, either. For heaven’s sake, Sophie! You could’ve finished your chores and been at Alice’s house by now if you stopped worrying about what everybody else is doing.”

 It was impossible for Sophie not to worry. She felt as if she was always the one who ended up doing chores on Saturday morning. All by herself, too. It wouldn’t be so bad if they were all moaning and groaning and vacuuming together. At least they’d be doing something as a family. They could turn it into a fun family time, and have pillow fights and tie their dirty sheets together to practice fire drills from their bedroom windows.

Sometimes it felt as if they hardly ever did things as a family anymore. Sophie missed it. Now that Thad was in high school, he always seemed to be at some sort of practice, and Nora skinned out of everything by sleeping late on the weekends. Sophie had tried sleeping late, too. But even after she made herself lie in bed with her eyes shut for what felt like a million hours, it was never later than seven thirty when she finally looked at the clock.

“I can’t strip my bed now,” she said with a half-hearted display of sisterly love. “I don’t want to wake up Nora.”

 “You can start in the living room, then,” her mother said, “and dust the tables and straighten the magazines and basically make the room more livable. I shouldn’t have to tell you what to do all the time. You know what needs to be done. Unless, of course,” she added sweetly, looking at Sophie’s stormy brow, “you’d rather do the bathrooms.”

 


It really wasn’t that hard a job, once she got started. Sophie slid the magazines under the couch and gave the coffee table a cursory wipe with the hem of her T-shirt. She picked up an armful of the assorted shoes people had left lying around and, after carefully placing hers, and a pair of her father’s, side by side in the front hall closet, put one of each of the other pairs in with them. The rest she dumped in a pile in the mudroom.

Thinking about how Thad and Nora and John were going to have to look all over the house to make a matching pair cheered Sophie up so much, she decided to plump up the pillows on the couch as a bonus. A dense fog of dust rose out of them as soon as she started, so she stopped. Really! she thought fussily as she put them back. You’d think someone would take them outside and beat them once in a while.

 “I’m done!” she shouted, and headed for the stairs. All she had to do now was strip her bed. Too bad for Nora if it woke her up. Maybe she’d get a pimple because her beauty sleep was cut short.

Nora hated pimples. She had an absolute fit whenever she got one, and spent hours trying to erase it with sticks and cover it with makeup. Sometimes, she wore little round patches on her face all night to make them disappear.

Once, she woke up with one on the tip of her nose and refused to go to school. Sophie hadn’t blamed her. It had been impossible to look at anything else on Nora’s face. Everyone at school would have gone cross-eyed talking to her.


 Sophie didn’t understand why Nora even got pimples if she hated them so much. Sophie was never going to get them. She was going to have a clear, spotless face for her whole life and drive Nora crazy.

John was still lying on his stomach in front of the TV with his eyes glued to the program and his feet in his yellow rubber boots tapping in time to the music. Here she was, working her fingers to the bone, and John got to lie there like Little Lord Fauntleroy, doing nothing. Sophie loved the book about the little boy who was poor until he found out he was an earl and went to live in a mansion in England. Sophie planned on being a queen herself, some day. But there wasn’t room for royalty in the Hartley family now. Especially not on Saturday morning.

“Mom said you have to strip your bed,” she told him.

“Did not,” said John.

“Did, too.”

John didn’t bother turning around.

“Only babies don’t have to strip their beds,” Sophie said, and continued up the stairs. She stomped down the hall to her room as loudly as she could and threw open her bedroom door, letting it bang against the wall, but it was all wasted. The room was empty. Nora’s bed had been neatly made. The dirty sheets were already in a pile on the rug along with Nora’s dirty clothes.

 No fair! thought Sophie grumpily as she plunked down on the edge of her bed. First, Nora got to sleep late. Then, when she woke up and realized it was Saturday, she got to be happy.

Nora loved cleaning their room. Or, at least, her side of their room. Every week, she used her mother’s feather duster on her lamp shade, lemon oil on her dresser, and ammonia and water on the full-length mirror on the back of the closet door. By the time she was finished, their room smelled like the inside of the cabinet under the kitchen sink where Mrs. Hartley kept the cleaning products.

Nora had read somewhere that if you put perfume on a light bulb it made the whole room smell when you turned on the light, so now their room stunk whenever Nora was doing her homework, too. Sophie had complained that the fumes were giving her a headache, but all her mother did was tell her to open her window.

 Sophie plucked at one of the many loose threads on her old bedspread until it snapped.

That was another thing.

For a long time, she and Nora had had matching bedspreads. Then Nora bought herself a colorful paisley spread with beads and sequins all over it—and pillows to match—with the money she made baby-sitting. Now Nora’s bed looked like the “after” picture in a magazine, and Sophie’s looked like the “before.”

Nora was a fanatic about the dumb spread. She folded it back carefully every night before she got into bed, and had an absolute fit if anyone even sat on it.

A few weeks before, when Mrs. Hartley had been trying again to discourage John from his idea of joining the army, she had told him that if he became a soldier he was going to have to make his bed so that the inspecting officer could bounce a coin off his blanket. All John said was, “I’ll take Nora with me. That’s how she makes her bed.”

 Sophie was thinking about bouncing something heavier off Nora’s bed—like a book, maybe, or the lamp—when Nora came sailing back into the room with her hair wet from the shower.

“Don’t even think about it,” she said with a quick flick of her hair. “That spread needs to be dry-cleaned. If I see one fingerprint, you’re going to pay for it.”

Sophie stood up and tugged listlessly at her sheets. “What?” she protested. “I’m making my bed.”

“You are so transparent,” Nora said in a superior voice as she bent to pick up her dirty laundry. “I’m going down to get the vacuum cleaner. You can use it when I’m through and take it back.”

“Transparent” is what Nora called everyone these days. The French teacher who gave Nora a C because he was jealous of her superior French accent was transparent; the boy who sat behind her in English class and threw things at her because he was trying to flirt with her was transparent. She had even called Mr. Hartley transparent one night at dinner during their weekly argument, and had been sent away from
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