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For
 TOM and STELLA





All things must change To something new, to something strange…

—HENRY W. LONGFELLOW
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Foreword




It’s a rite of girlhood that almost everyone knows. A beloved friend disappears for a year or two, during that crucial middle school period. Perhaps she lives in another school district or her family relocates temporarily for a parent’s job. Reunited with your old classmate in high school, you are shocked at how she has changed physically. Where she was once short and stocky with pigtails, she is now tall and slender, willowy even, with a cloud of dark hair. Her clothes are much more grown-up, fashion-forward. You approach this newly glamorous creature with caution, wondering if she will have any use for you. Then she throws back her head and laughs her familiar laugh, showing teeth that are still parted in the middle, and you realize she hasn’t changed in the ways that matter.

Betsy Ray, the heroine of Maud Hart Lovelace’s beloved series, underwent such a transformation between the ages of twelve and fourteen. After four books in which she was depicted by the delightful line drawings of Lois Lenski, she graduated to high school and the dreamily flattering pen of Vera Neville. But she was still Betsy—warm, stubborn, imaginative.


Now I read pretty widely as a kid—I am the daughter of a children’s librarian, after all—and discovered many kindred spirits in literature. But no character meant as much to me as Betsy Ray in her high school years. At a time when library shelves groaned with books about modern teenagers facing all sorts of modern dilemmas, Betsy was the most relatable character I could find. True, she was a small-town Minnesota girl at the turn of the century, and I was living in a relatively big city in the 1970s. But she seemed more real to me than my contemporaneous counterparts, the girls who watched television and cruised McDonald’s, worrying about how to fill their training bras. Sure, I did those things, too, but they didn’t define me.

So much about Betsy elicited an inner cry of “Me, too!” She liked boys. She didn’t have a clue what to do about them. Outgoing and friendly, she also was intensely private, even within the safe confines of a loving family. She was endlessly self-critical, bemoaning her straight hair, the part in her teeth, and her freckles. Actually, I was okay with my teeth and had no freckles, but oh, how I hated my hair.

The primary reason I identified with Betsy, however, is that she wanted to be a writer, not a wife and mother. Oh, she planned to have a family one day. But first, she had other things to do. In Heaven to Betsy, the story of her freshman year at Deep Valley High School, “she had been almost appalled, when she started going around with Carney and Bonnie, to discover how fixed their ideas of marriage were…. When Betsy and Tacy and Tib talked about their future, they planned to be writers, dancers, circus acrobats.”

More amazingly—it is the early twentieth century, after all, before women have won the right to vote—no one close to Betsy ever tries to disabuse her of this ambition. Her family, in fact, could not be more supportive. Loyal Tacy adores everything she writes. And while her other friends tease her—the boys call her “The Little Poetess” because she once published some verse in the local paper—it’s done with admiration and affection.

No, the person who comes between Betsy and her writing in her first two years of high school is…Betsy. As a freshman, trying to find her place with a new crowd, she makes the mistake of thinking she shouldn’t write because the other girls don’t. She learns the hard way that her writing is a gift that she must never neglect, and that one should never follow the crowd if it means sacrificing one’s true identity.

Then, as a sophomore in Betsy in Spite of Herself, Betsy has an essentially existential crisis that once again challenges writing’s place in her life. Methodically, she reinvents herself as a reserved, poised siren, a persona that helps her win the attention of a desirable boy. She gets the boy, but at what cost to her writing?


Her new beau isn’t the only person who gets between Betsy and writing. A pedantic English teacher seems to find a strange pleasure in challenging Betsy, mocking her light verse, and downgrading her short stories for perceived factual errors. But even Betsy’s supportive father advises her that such criticism is a constant in a writer’s life.

Consider this exchange at the Ray dinner table:


“It wouldn’t do Betsy any harm to learn about commas,” Mr. Ray said. “I’ve noticed myself that she scatters them like grass seed.”

“Who reads Shakespeare for the commas?” [Betsy’s mother retorted.]

“Maybe…” Mr. Ray’s eyes twinkled. “I duck when I say it…Maybe Betsy isn’t in Shakespeare’s class?”

That drew [older sister] Julia into the fray.

“How do you know she isn’t? Maybe this generation is going to produce another Shakespeare and maybe it’s Betsy.”

“It wouldn’t surprise me a bit,” interjected Mrs. Ray.



Talk about Minnesota nice! I’ve met archetypal Jewish mothers who don’t have this much pride in their offspring.


Okay, Betsy wasn’t Shakespeare, but she went on to enjoy a career not unlike Maud Hart Lovelace’s, publishing her first short stories while still quite young. The last time we see her, in Betsy’s Wedding, her husband is encouraging her to write a novel, and I firmly believe she took his advice.

“Role model” has become a cliché, a banality, but Betsy Ray was that for me, and more, a BFF before there were BFFs. I reread these books every year, marveling at how a world so quaint—shirtwaists! pompadours! Merry Widow hats!—can feature a heroine who is undeniably modern. Today, sixty-plus years after these two books first appeared, Betsy remains a vibrant, inspiring presence, with a heart large enough to embrace many new friends. Although, just so you know: Tacy will always have first position.

—LAURA LIPPMAN
 Baltimore, Maryland
 2009
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1

The Farm




BETSY WAS VISITING at the Taggarts’ farm. It was Wednesday, and soon the kitchen would swim with warm delicious odors. It was ninety-six in the shade outside, and the wood-burning range gave off a fiery heat, but Mrs. Taggart baked on Wednesday just as inflexibly as she washed on Monday and ironed on Tuesday. Heat or no heat, she would bake today…cake, cookies, pie, bread, biscuits. It was sad that Betsy who usually liked such mouthwatering items felt she would choke on every morsel.

Betsy smiled brightly.

“I’ll walk on down for the mail,” she said, “if there’s nothing more I can do.”

“Not a thing,” answered Mrs. Taggart cheerfully, setting out bowls, an egg beater, a flour sifter, pans. She was a short, bright-eyed pouter pigeon of a woman in an apron that crackled with starch. “It isn’t time for Mr. Simmons yet, though.”

“That’s all right. I like sitting down by the road.”

“You’re sure you’re not homesick, Betsy?”

“Oh, no, Mrs. Taggart!”

“Take Shep along for company,” Mrs. Taggart said.

Shep plainly expected to go. In the eight days of Betsy’s visit, the old collie who had been a pet of the Taggarts’ Mattie, now married and gone, had come to look forward to this morning walk. He rose now, brushed against her ankle-length skirts, and barked.

Betsy took a sunbonnet from a row of hooks on the kitchen wall and climbed to the prim, low-ceiled room which had once been Mattie’s. She crossed to the bureau and tied on her sunbonnet, looking anxiously into the mirror.

Every time she looked into a mirror Betsy hoped to find that her looks had changed. They had certainly changed enough in the last two years. At twelve she had been short, straight and chunky with perky braids and a freckled smiling face. At fourteen she was tall, very slender, with a tendency to stoop. Her brown hair waved softly by reason of eight kid rollers, four on either side, in which she slept at night. Her one braid was turned up with a large hair ribbon, red today, matching the tie of her dark blue sailor suit. Freckles were fading out of a pink and white skin, the delicacy of which she guarded carefully.

“It’s the only pretty thing about me,” she often muttered savagely while rubbing in creams at night. “Straight hair! Teeth parted in the middle! Mighty good thing I have a decent complexion!”

As a matter of fact what one noticed first and liked best in Betsy were her eyes, clear hazel, under dark brows and lashes. But her frown, as she tied on the sunbonnet, expressed disapproval of her entire physiognomy. She picked up a pad of paper and a pencil, ran down the stairs and out the kitchen door, saying good-by to Mrs. Taggart gaily, and calling out to Shep an invitation to race. This, in view of the heat and his age, he sensibly ignored.

Shep was not fooled by Betsy’s vivacity. And in spite of laughing denials, Betsy was homesick. She was…to put it mildly…wretchedly, desperately, nightmarishly homesick, and had been ever since she came to visit the Taggarts.

Mr. Taggart, a friend of her father’s, had come into the store to buy shoes. Seeing Betsy and noticing her droopy thinness, he had told her father that the young lady needed some country milk and eggs. How about letting her come out to visit Mrs. Taggart who felt lost since Mattie had married? Betsy had felt important and flattered. She had been delighted to go.

Tacy Kelly, her best friend, who lived across the street, had been thrilled too. When Betsy drove away on the high seat of the farm wagon beside bearded, mild Mr. Taggart, Tacy waved enthusiastically along with Betsy’s sisters, Julia and Margaret. Betsy waved back with a shining face but she had not left Deep Valley behind before this sickish misery invaded her being.

It seemed to her that she had to burst out crying and ask Mr. Taggart to turn around and go back. She couldn’t do that, of course, and they drove farther and farther away…out Front Street and through the wooded river valley, scene of so many family picnics. They climbed Pigeon Hill, and it was worse after that for the country was not even familiar.

The town of Deep Valley was set amidst hills, and Hill Street where Betsy had lived all her life was barricaded by tree-covered slopes. Beyond Pigeon Hill lay prairie, treeless except for planted groves around the widely separated houses. There were only telephone wires for the birds to perch on. Prairie, poles and wires! Prairie, poles and wires! On the seat beside Mr. Taggart Betsy grew quieter and quieter.

“See what I’ve brought home, Mamma.” Mr. Taggart had presented her proudly in the dooryard of a small grey house dwarfed by a windmill and a big red barn and the planted windbreak of trees.

In response to Mrs. Taggart’s welcoming kindness, Betsy had ground her teeth and smiled.

It was Julia, and not Betsy, who had a talent for the stage, but Betsy had done a wonderful job of acting through eight endless days. She had swallowed food over a lump in her throat and exclaimed over its goodness. She had chatted in a grown-up way borrowed from Julia, listened radiantly to Mrs. Taggart’s brisk domestic conversation when she could hardly keep the tears back. Sometimes she knew she could not keep them back and fled to the barn pretending sudden interest in the calf or baby pigs. There in dark solitude she buried her head in her arms while waves of desolation broke against her.

The hardest time of each day came at the end. Every evening her family called her on the telephone.

It was one thing to fool Mr. and Mrs. Taggart. They were strangers, and easily taken in. Fooling her loving, keen-witted mother was quite another matter. But Betsy felt she would rather die than let her family know that she was homesick. Julia went visiting alone, and she was only two years older.

It wasn’t necessary for her to stay. The merest hint over the ’phone, and her mother would find a reason for summoning her home. But Betsy wouldn’t give it. She had been invited for two weeks, and she would not by her own act cut those two weeks short. Betsy looked these days like a somewhat wilted lily, but going into her teens hadn’t changed one thing about her. She was still as stubborn as a mule.

A hundred times a day she checked off on her fingers the days that must elapse before she went home. She checked them off now…one, two, three, four, five, six…as she walked down the long narrow road to the mailbox. This was the happiest hour of her day; not because of the walk…that was hot and dusty…but because of the blessed anticipation of mail. Tacy wrote faithfully, and sometimes there were letters from Tib, who used to live in Deep Valley but had moved back to her native city of Milwaukee.

Betsy and Tacy had mourned at first when Tib moved away. They had not known then the fun and fascination to be found in correspondence. Now letters flew from Deep Valley to Milwaukee and back like fat, gossipy birds.


“Maybe there’ll be a letter from Tib today,” thought Betsy as she and Shep plodded along in the burning heat.

The roadsides offered no shade, only thickets of purple spiked leadplant and gaudy butterfly weed. To the right and the left stretched golden fields where rye was in shock. But down at the main road where the Taggart R.F.D. box waited hungrily on a fence post, stood an elderberry bush. Betsy sat down in its patch of shade and Shep gratefully eased himself to the ground. She took off her sunbonnet. Her curls had quite flattened out in the heat, but fortunately she did not know it. She fanned herself and Shep with the generous bonnet.

A short yard away a picket pin gopher appeared, erect on his haunches. From the telephone wire a meadow lark soared into the air, broke the hot stillness with a cool cascade of notes, dropped into the meadow. Betsy groped in her pocket for the pencil and the pad of paper. She scribbled dreamily:


“I sit by the side of the road,

Thinking of times gone by,

Thinking of home far away,

’til a tear springs into my eye.

Then a gopher springs up to amuse me,

And a meadow lark sings me a song,


When the world is so full of God’s creatures,

To be homesick is certainly wrong.”



She read this over and changed the first “springs” to “wells.” She read it over again, and frowned. The word “certainly” didn’t seem very poetic. But before she had found an adverb she liked better, she heard a clop clop of hoofs and saw the mail wagon’s halo of dust. She jumped to her feet. Mr. Simmons, red faced and genial, handed her a card from Sears Roebuck for Mrs. Taggart, and a letter bearing Tacy’s dear angular script.

“But it’s thin,” Betsy thought as she told Mr. Simmons that Mr. Taggart was haying today, that it was hot enough for her, and that she would see him tomorrow.

When he was gone she sat down again. She did not hurry about opening her letter. The moment was too precious to be hurried. She examined the postmark: Deep Valley, Minn. July 25, 1906. Sometimes Tacy enlivened the envelope by putting the stamp on upside down to signify love, or by addressing her with some grandiloquent string of names such as Miss Elizabetha Gwendolyn Madeline Angeline Rosemond Ray, or by adding BC for Best Chum or HHAS for Herbert Humphreys Admiration Society. Herbert Humphreys, large and bright-blond, had been the beau ideal of the girls through grade school.

Today, however, Tacy’s envelope was lacking in lively decorations, and when Betsy opened it, there was, as she had feared, only a single page inside. But its message was potent to hold homesickness at bay.


“Dear Betsy. I don’t dare to write much for fear

I’ll give something away. Your mother said I

could tell you that they have a surprise for you,

but of course I can’t tell you what it is. It’s nice

for you, but not so nice for me, but that’s all

right. In a way it’s nice for me, too. I’d better

stop. You see how it is. If I write I’m sure to give

it away. Love. Your sincere friend. Tacy.”



Betsy jumped up, her eyes sparkling. Shep sprang up, too, and barked, sending echoes over the fields.

“Shep! What is it? What can it be?”

Shep barked as though guessing a bone.

A Peter Thompson suit? thought Betsy, striding up the road. But that would not be not nice for Tacy. A bike? Her father had suggested buying her a bike, for it was a long walk from Hill Street to the High School which Betsy and Tacy would enter this fall. But Tacy didn’t have a bike, and the town, he had said, would fall down with surprise if Betsy and Tacy stopped going to school together. What could it be? Betsy hurried into the house to get Mrs. Taggart’s guess.

Mrs. Taggart promptly guessed a baby, and Betsy laughingly told her that once she had gone to visit on a farm and had come home to find a baby sister. But that wouldn’t happen now. She was, she explained complacently, old enough to be told. Besides, Tacy liked babies. What could possibly be nice for Betsy that Tacy would not like?

She puzzled while she shelled peas and at dinner Mr. Taggart joined affably in the guessing. But when Betsy started to eat, the misery came back. The surprise seemed suddenly unimportant and it was nightmarish again that she, Betsy, was out here alone among strangers. She started the now familiar business of pushing food around her plate.

“I never knew a growing girl to take so little interest in her victuals,” Mrs. Taggart said when Betsy declared that she really didn’t have room for fresh peach pie.

Misery kept her company through the dragging afternoon. Then there was supper to be eaten, harder even than dinner. When the dishes were washed Betsy went out to sit on the back fence and watch the sunset. She had always liked sunsets, and tonight the west was turquoise blue, with banked clouds turning from peach color to pink. But shortly the clouds became grey, the sky dark. The orchard trees moved slowly in an imperceptible breeze, and the crickets began.

The worst thing about farm evenings was the crickets. The cows were bad enough with their dreary lowing, and the birds flying urgently homeward at nightfall when Betsy could not fly home to Hill Street. But those crickets!

“I must, I must get to feeling better before Mamma ’phones,” Betsy thought, jumping off the fence.

Winking rapidly, she walked toward the house. The lamps were not yet lighted; Mrs. Taggart was sitting in the dooryard for coolness while Mr. Taggart finished his chores. And just as Betsy came up the telephone bell inside the kitchen rang. Two long and three short rings, the Taggarts’ call.

“It’s sure to be for you, Betsy,” Mrs. Taggart said. “Make your mamma tell you what that secret is.”

“I’ll certainly try,” Betsy answered merrily. She put the receiver to her ear.

“Hello. Bettina?” Julia always called her Bettina. “How’re you?”

“Dandy,” said Betsy. “I’m having a dandy time.”

“Not too dandy, I hope,” Julia answered, and laughed excitedly. “I mean…there’s a wonderful surprise here. Papa and Mamma want to know if you’d just as soon hurry up your visit.”

“Hurry up…my visit?”


“And come home ahead of time…tomorrow.”

Betsy clung to the receiver as though holding fast to Julia’s words.

“Why, all right,” she said slowly, after a pause. “Of course, I hate like the dickens to leave.”

“But this surprise won’t keep,” said Julia. “That is, you might hear about it. You might read it in the paper.”

“In the paper?”

Julia laughed out loud.

“I’d better ring off, or I’ll give it away. Mamma’s too busy to talk, if you’re coming home tomorrow.”

“I’ll come,” Betsy said. “Wait. I’ll find out what time.” Holding the receiver, she spoke to Mrs. Taggart.

“Why, Mr. Simmons can take you along to Butternut Center tomorrow,” she said. “There’s a train at two-three. Tell your mamma we hope you’ll come again.”

“I’d love to come again,” Betsy cried.

When she rang off the kitchen seemed transformed. Mrs. Taggart had lighted the lamps, and the glow was as cozy as home lamplight. Betsy played with Shep, and ate the piece of pie she had spurned at dinner, said goodnight gaily and ran gaily upstairs to the prim little room that had once been Mattie’s.

Whistling to herself she undressed and put on her long-sleeved cambric night gown. Smilingly, she washed in the flowered bowl, and brushed her teeth, and rubbed cream into her face, and wound her hair on eight kid rollers. Briskly, she lifted off the pillow shams…one said Good Night, and one said Good Morning…and folded back the patchwork quilt and blew out the lamp. After she had raced through her prayers, she climbed into bed and lay there peacefully.

The room still held the heat of the day, but the air coming through the screened windows was cool. Outside the crickets were singing.

“Yes, I must come here again sometime,” thought Betsy happily, listening to their tune.
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Butternut Center




BETSY’S FIRST THOUGHT on awakening was that she was going home. She lay in bed and thought about Hill Street with adoration.

It took its name from the fact that it ended in a hill. Her house and Tacy’s, across the street, were the last two houses in the town. The rolling, tree-covered slopes seemed but an extension of the lawns surrounding the white rambling Kelly house and the yellow Ray cottage.

This was growing altogether too small. When they kept a hired girl, Julia, Betsy and Margaret had to share one bedroom. The house had almost none of the modern improvements, Betsy had heard her mother remark disparagingly. Never mind, Betsy loved it, from the butternut tree standing like a sentinel in front, to Old Mag’s barn behind the garden, not forgetting the lilac bush by the side kitchen door and the backyard maple.

She thought about Hill Street through breakfast and farewells. But homeward bound beside Mr. Simmons, she began to give a little attention to the surprise. She told him about it, they discussed it pro and con while the wagon rolled from mailbox to mailbox, between swaying cornfields where red-winged blackbirds foraged. By the time they reached Butternut Center Mr. Simmons was quite worked up about the surprise.

“I’ll drop you a card to tell you what it is,” Betsy promised at the depot.

Tall and slim in her blue sailor suit, with her flat hat and spreading hairbow, she felt very much the young lady. Butternut Center wasn’t exactly Paris, but it was adventurous to be there alone. She went into the small red depot and asked the agent whether she might leave her valise; he said, “Sure.” She walked along the platform, past wagons full of milk cans, found a shady spot and ate the lunch Mrs. Taggart had put up. It was magnificent; ham sandwiches, dill pickles, hard-boiled eggs, a chunk of layer cake and cookies. She ate looking off at the fields, her back to Butternut Center, feeling that lunch out of doors, out of a box, was slightly undignified. Her lunch eaten, however, and the box disposed of, she set out to see the town.

There wasn’t much of it. Except for a white church and burying ground out on the prairie, it lay along a single road. This was dusty now, but its ruts and gulches showed how rich its mud would be at other seasons. It led in one direction to the grain elevator, in the other past a handful of houses to the general store. The store reminded her that in the excitement of her unexpected return, she had forgotten to buy presents. No Ray ever came home from a trip without bringing presents for the rest.

“I’d like to get something for Tacy, too,” Betsy thought, hurrying toward the store.

Willard’s Emporium, said the sign above the door. It was one of those stores, perfect for her purpose, where everything under the sun was for sale. A single glance revealed kitchen stoves, buggy whips, corset covers and crackers. Betsy browsed happily along the overflowing counters until a boy sitting in a corner, eating an apple and reading a book, threw away the apple and came forward.

She was struck by the way he walked, with a slight challenging swing. He had very light hair brushed back in a pompadour, blue eyes under thick light brows and healthy red lips with the lower one pushed out as though seeming to dare the world to knock the chip off his shoulder. It was a sturdy well-built shoulder, in a faded blue cotton shirt. He hardly looked at her, but keeping his finger in the partly closed book…it was, she noticed, The Three Musketeers…asked what he could do for her in a tone that implied he hoped she would answer, “Nothing. I’m just looking.”

“Nothing, thanks. I’m just looking,” said Betsy obligingly. Then, realizing that she really had to buy five presents even though it meant delaying D’Artagnan’s greatest feat she added, “That is, I can look around a few minutes if you’re in an exciting place.”

The boy grinned. “Oh, I’ve read it six times. Swell book! What are you looking for?”

“Presents. Five of them.” She explained, talking very fast, that no Ray ever came home from a visit without bringing presents. “It’s an old family custom,” she said.


“Hallelujah!” he exclaimed, shutting the book. “That’ll be fun, picking out five presents. I hope you have a brother. There’s a corking jack-knife here.”

“Not a sign of a brother,” Betsy answered. “Just two sisters. And Margaret’s so young she’d cut herself on a jack-knife, and Julia wouldn’t care for one. She’s sixteen.”

“What’s Julia interested in?” he asked.

“Oh, music and boys.”

Betsy hadn’t intended to be funny, and when the boy laughed, she blushed.

“Well,” he said. “We’ve got a mouth organ.”

“But she likes classical music. A mouth organ might do for Tacy, though.”

“Who’s Tacy?”

“My best friend. I want to take her something, too, if I’ve got money enough.”

“How much do you have?” he asked. He put The Three Musketeers aside completely and hoisted himself to a counter, smiling. Betsy sat down on a barrel and opened her pocketbook.

“Three dollars.”

“A ticket to Deep Valley is only forty cents.”

“But I have to take the hack home. That costs a quarter.”

“Can’t you walk?”

“In our family,” said Betsy, “when we come home on the train, we take the hack.”


Again he burst into laughter.

“You have a lot of customs in your family. Haven’t you?” he asked.

Pleased and pink, she tried to make it clear. “The hack is part of the fun of the trip.”

“All right. Forty plus twenty-five, that’s sixty-five. So you have two dollars and thirty-five cents to spend for presents.”

“But I want to buy some things on the train. Caramels, maybe, and a magazine. It’s…”

“I know, I know,” he interrupted. “It’s one of those old family customs. You never travel without caramels.”

Betsy’s blushes sank to the V of her sailor suit.

“We’ll give you a quarter for caramels, then, and get on with the presents. Would your father like a moustache cup?”

“My father,” said Betsy, “hasn’t a moustache any more, and moustache cups are out of style.” She looked around the store. “He likes cheese,” she said, nodding toward a row of giant cheeses.

“Fine. Cheese for your father. Sharp or mild?”

“Sharp.”

“If you brought home mild cheese, he wouldn’t let you in, I’ll bet.”

“He’d use it for the mousetrap.”

They joked like old friends, choosing the presents. For her father he cut a wedge of cheese so sharp that Betsy could smell it even after it was wrapped. For her mother, they found a glass butter dish. Tacy got the mouth organ; Julia, side combs decorated with rhinestones. They hadn’t found a present for Margaret when they heard the hooting whistle of the train.

“You don’t need to rush,” he said. “They take on all the milk cans.”

But in spite of this reassurance, Betsy felt hurried. She had to pick up her valise. She decided quickly on doll dishes for Margaret. Her purchases came to a dollar and sixty cents.

“Fifty cents for the pig bank,” said the boy. “Well, back to The Three Musketeers.”

Betsy hesitated, trying to think what to say. She had no brothers, and she hadn’t started going around with boys. Julia would have known how to convey to this one that she liked him and appreciated his help. In fact, thought Betsy enviously, Julia would have him taking the next train to Deep Valley to call. But Betsy didn’t know how to do it.

Should she tell him that her name was Betsy? He knew it was Ray. Should she ask him to come up to Hill Street when he came to Deep Valley? Perhaps she ought to mention that she was starting high school this fall? That would make him understand that she was old enough to have callers. Before she could decide anything, the train whistled again.

The boy had picked up The Three Musketeers. He was acting almost as though he regretted having been so friendly. Betsy blurted out:

“What’s your name?”

“Joe Willard.”

“Willard’s Emporium?”

“I’m just a poor relation.”

“Well, thank you,” Betsy said. “Thank you a lot.”

It wasn’t satisfactory, but it was the best she could manage. At least he smiled again.

“Don’t eat the cheese before you get home,” he said.

The brakeman ushered her into the day coach, and she sat down in a red plush seat. All the passengers seemed to be eating, bananas chiefly, and an endless line of hot, restless children trotted to and from the water fountain.

Betsy bought a box of Cracker Jack. She bought a box of caramels and a copy of The Ladies’ Home Journal.

“Like traveling?” asked the train boy.

“Love it,” she answered.

“I’d like to travel all over the world,” she thought, munching Cracker Jack. “I think I’d like Paris especially. I think I just belong in Paris.”

Paris reminded her of The Three Musketeers, and that brought Joe Willard back into her thoughts.

“He’s handsomer than Herbert Humphreys,” she decided. “Tacy’ll never believe it though.”

The speed of the train swallowed up the prairie. In no time at all the river came into sight. They passed a waterfall she recognized; then the train descended along the side of a bluff.

The brakeman called, “Deep Valley!” and at once the car was in confusion. Hats were pinned on; small bonnets tied; all traces of banana wiped away. Valises and suit cases were dragged down from the rack. The train slowed to a stop.

Holding her valise in one hand and the package from Willard’s Emporium in the other, Betsy found Mr. Thumbler’s hack.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Thumbler,” she said. “333 Hill Street, please.” As though he didn’t know where the Ray family lived! The hack rolled up Front Street, past her father’s shoe store. It crossed to Broad Street and rolled past Lincoln Park, and began to climb.

Betsy tried to sit back in careless calm, but a smile as bright as her hair ribbon spread across her face. Neighbors darted out to see who was coming in the hack. Children waved, and dogs barked. It was a triumphal return. And not only was she back on her beloved Hill Street…the surprise was still ahead.

“Now for the surprise!” thought Betsy, trying not to bounce.
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The Surprise




BETSY DIDN’T KNOW exactly what she had expected, but certainly not to find everything at home going forward just as usual on a summer afternoon. Margaret was playing with her dolls on the front porch. Julia was at the piano, vocalizing.

“Ni-po-tu-la-he-” Her voice floated out the window as the hack stopped in front of the yellow cottage.


Betsy dug twenty-five cents from her pocket book.

“Thank you, Mr. Thumbler,” she said politely, and thanked him again with downright gratitude when he carried her valise up the steps, just as though she were grown up.

Margaret gave a welcoming cry, and Julia rushed out, closely followed by Mrs. Ray in a dressing sacque with her curly red hair falling on her shoulders. She had just been changing into an afternoon dress.

Mrs. Ray was tall and slim; younger and gayer, Betsy was pleasantly aware, than most mothers. She did not seem much older than Julia who was old for sixteen.

None of the Ray girls looked like their mother. They all had their father’s dark hair. But Julia’s hair was wavy, not straight like Betsy’s. It waved in a high pompadour above a truly beautiful face…arched brows, violet eyes, classic nose, even teeth and a delicate pink and white skin like the one Betsy cherished.

Much to her chagrin…for she planned to be an opera singer, and longed to be tall and queenly…Julia was small. She had a tiny waist, dainty hands and feet, and an air of complete poise. Julia, Betsy often heard, had never had an awkward age. Betsy never heard this said about herself and suspected strongly that she was in the midst of one, but she admired Julia without resentment. During the last year all big-sister, little-sister friction had miraculously melted away.

Margaret was eight years old, and not at all the sort of little girl that either of her sisters had been. She did not have Julia’s diamond-bright precocity nor Betsy’s gregariousness. Betsy at eight had been habitually surrounded by children, cheerfully smudged and disheveled if five minutes away from the wash bowl. Margaret played sedately alone or with one child at a time, and her brown English bob was always glossy, her starched dresses immaculate. She had large black-lashed blue eyes, and a grave expression. She held herself erect just as Mr. Ray did. It was amusing to see the pair, one so big and one so little, but both with squared shoulders, walking hand in hand. And Hill Street saw this often.

“She’s my boy,” Mr. Ray used to joke. “All the boy I’ve got.”

She came down the steps now with her usual flawless dignity but her small face was covered with smiles. She hugged and kissed Betsy, and so did Julia, and so did Mrs. Ray.

When these greetings were over Betsy waited to hear some word of the surprise, but none was spoken. They all trooped into Mrs. Ray’s room so that she could finish dressing while Betsy told the story of her visit.


“I had the dandiest time,” she kept repeating.

“And you weren’t homesick?” asked Julia. “Bettina, you’re wonderful! I die with homesickness when I go away.”

“You’re temperamental,” said Betsy. “You’re a temperamental prima donna.” To Tacy, and to Tacy alone would she confess how homesick she had been.

Shortly Tacy came running across the street. Politeness had kept her away until she was sure the family reunion was over. Tacy too had grown tall, taller even than Betsy, and she too wore skirts down to her ankles. Her ringlets were gone, and thick auburn braids were bound about her head. She and Betsy hugged tempestuously, rocking back and forth.

They all sat on the porch then, and Julia made lemonade. At intervals Betsy saw her mother and Julia, or Julia and Tacy, or Margaret and her mother, exchange mysterious glances. She wished she had asked about the surprise the minute she stepped out of the hack. Now she didn’t know how.

“I must go and unpack,” she said. “I brought some presents. Shall I give Tacy hers and put the others on the supper table? We don’t want to open them, of course, until Papa comes home.”

Margaret looked at her mother and then spoke, beaming.

“We aren’t eating supper here.”


“Not…why not?”

“Papa’s taking us to a restaurant.”

“But why? It isn’t Sunday, or a holiday, or anything.”

“Oh, he likes to give me a rest once in a while,” Mrs. Ray put in breezily, “when we’re not keeping a hired girl.”

“And there really isn’t room for a hired girl in this house,” added Julia with an exaggerated sigh.

“What the dickens!” thought Betsy. But she was too stubborn to ask about the surprise since she hadn’t done it in the first place.

“I’ll give Tacy hers anyway,” she said.

Tacy proved to have a talent for the mouth organ. After experimenting only a short time, she said, “This is in Betsy’s honor,” and began a recognizable, “Home, sweet home.”


“Be it ever so humble,

There’s no place like home…”



Betsy and Julia and Mrs. Ray intoned in close harmony. They all fell to laughing, but Betsy thought secretly how suitable the sentiment was.

“Come on, Tacy,” she said. “Let’s look around.”

They inspected the front lawn and the back lawn, backyard maple, garden, empty buggy shed and barn. They ran across the street and Betsy said “hello” to Mrs. Kelly, and to Katie, Tacy’s sister, Julia’s age, and to Paul, their youngest brother.

“Let’s go up on the hill,” said Betsy, still holding Tacy’s hand. She wouldn’t really feel she was at home until she and Tacy had been up on the hill. “Let’s go up to our bench and talk.”

But to her surprise Tacy refused.

“I don’t dare,” she replied. “I’m afraid…” She broke off, but Betsy knew what she meant. She was afraid that alone on the hill she would give away the secret. “You see,” said Tacy hesitantly. “I’m going downtown with you.”

“You’re what?”

“Going down to the restaurant…for supper. Your father invited me. There comes your father now,” she cried, sounding relieved.

Sure enough Old Mag was climbing up Hill Street, drawing the surrey.

“But it isn’t five o’clock yet!” exclaimed Betsy. “What’s Papa coming home for?”

“You’ll know! You’ll see!” Tacy cried.

All the Kellys began to laugh, and when Betsy and Tacy raced across the street, Mr. Ray was smiling, Mrs. Ray and Julia were hugging one another, and Margaret for all her dignity was jumping up and down.


She whispered to her mother; then, ran into the house.

“And a safety pin, Margaret,” Mrs. Ray called.

Margaret returned with a table napkin and a safety pin.

“Sit down, Bettina,” Julia commanded.

“But why? What for?”

“We’re going to blindfold you. No questions, please.”

Betsy sat down on the porch steps. She looked around at the laughing faces. She looked up at the loved green hill which seemed to be smiling, too, and down Hill Street. Obediently she closed her eyes and Julia with deft fingers adjusted the blindfold.

“I’ll help her.”

“No, let me!”

Betsy was surrounded with clamoring voices. She was interested to discover how helpless she felt with her eyes bandaged.

“It’s like this to be blind,” she thought.

A soft hand took one of hers. That was Julia. Slender, rougher fingers took her other hand. That was Tacy. A whiff of violet perfume rushed by. That was her mother. There were light feet, Margaret’s, and her father’s firm tread.

“Bring her along. This way. Careful of the stairs.”

“Step up, now!” That was the hitching block.


“Again. That’s right. Sit down.”

She was in the back seat of the surrey. Julia and Tacy squeezed in on either side. Margaret, no doubt, was sitting with Papa and Mamma up in front.

“Good-by! Surprise on Betsy!” Katie and Paul were calling from the Kellys’ hitching block. The surrey began to move.

“We’re on Hill Street, going down,” thought Betsy. She resolved to keep track of where they were going. But she couldn’t. Right turn, left turn, down hill, up hill. She soon lost her way.

“I give up. Where are we? And what’s it all about?”

Tacy giggled and squeezed her hand.

“We’re on our way to California to see Grandma,” said her mother.

“We’re on our way to Washington to call on the Teddy Roosevelts,” said her father.

“We’re almost there,” said Margaret. “Oh, Betsy! You’re going to be so surprised!”

The clop clop of Old Mag’s hoofs stopped at last, and the surrey, too, halted. Betsy was helped out by agitated hands. She was led up a flight of stairs and across a level space and up another flight of stairs.

“You’re fooling me!” she cried. “We’re back home again.”

Everyone laughed uproariously.


“You’re nor far wrong, at that,” Mr. Ray remarked.

A door opened. There was a smell of fresh paint, of new wood, of the paste they stick wall paper on with. Betsy was pushed forward, turned around three times, and her blindfold taken off.

She stood blinking in a small square room, empty of all but sunshine. A golden oak staircase went up at the right. The wall paper, a design of dark green leaves, was set in gold panels. The floor was oiled and shone with newness.

“It’s the music room,” Julia cried. “The piano will stand right here, under the stairs.”

Turning Betsy to the left they led her through an archway into another, larger room with a big window pushing out at the front. This was papered in lighter green with loops of roses for a border.

“It’s the parlor,” everyone cried.

Behind that, through another archway, was a room with a plate rail, papered above with pears and grapes. There was a fireplace in one corner, and a glittering gold-fringed lamp was suspended by a gold chain from the ceiling.

“It’s the dining room,” came the shout.

They pushed through a swinging door into a pantry, into a kitchen, empty and smelling of newness.

Returning by a small door to the music room they climbed the golden oak stairs. There were two bedrooms at the front. Margaret rushed into the right-hand room.

“Papa’s and Mamma’s room!” she cried.

She rushed into the left-hand room which had a window seat.

“Julia’s room!” she chanted.

Back in the hall three doors remained unopened. Mrs. Ray opened the one at the head of the stairs.

“This room is yours, Betsy,” she said.

“And down the hall is a bathroom,” cried Julia. “A bathroom, Bettina! No more baths in a tub in the kitchen.”

“And down at the end of the hall is my room,” said Margaret, standing very straight. “I can arrange the bureau to suit myself.”

“There’s a room on the third floor for the hired girl when we get one,” Mrs. Ray explained. “But now come in and see your room. It’s your very own.”

“You don’t need to put up with me and my untidiness any more,” said Julia, putting her arm around Betsy.

Everyone was talking very fast, perhaps because Betsy was saying so little. She had made a few exclamations of surprise, but for Betsy, who was usually such a talker, she was very quiet indeed.

She looked around the generous room which was to be hers alone, with a great pang of loneliness for Julia who had always slept in the same room, in the very same bed, and for Margaret who when they had a hired girl slept in a small bed in the corner. She forced her lips into a smile and walked to one of the windows.

She saw somebody’s house, some stranger’s dull ordinary house. Across from her window at home was Tacy’s house with tall trees behind it and the sunset behind that. She thought of the hill, the dear green hill where she and Tacy had picnicked ever since they were old enough to take their supper plates up to the bench.

“I won’t cry! I won’t!” she thought, staring out the window. She forced the smile to her face again. It felt as though her lips were stretched tight against her teeth. But she must have managed a pretty fair imitation of a smile for her father who had been looking anxious smiled in return.

“It’s ours, Betsy!” he said. “I’ve bought it. Mamma has her modern improvements at last.”

Mrs. Ray danced across the empty room to hug him.

“I’m going to take one bath after another all day long.”

“But what about the new gas stove, Mrs. Ray?” asked Tacy. “You have to stop between baths long enough to cook on that.”


“Oh, yes! My darling gas stove! No more horrid wood fires to build.”

“And no more lamps to clean,” said Julia. “This house is lighted all over by gas. See the fixtures, Betsy?”

“And it’s heated by a furnace,” Mr. Ray said. “No coal stove in the parlor.”

Betsy thought her heart would break. Didn’t they know how much she loved that coal stove beside which she had read so many books while the tea kettle sang and the little flames leaped behind the isinglass window? Didn’t they know how she loved the yellow lamplight over the small cottage rooms? And she thought it was cozy to take baths in the kitchen beside the old wood-burning range! But her father’s face was so proud, and her mother’s so radiant…Julia and Margaret looked so happy…she couldn’t say a word. She glanced at Tacy. Tacy, she saw, understood. Tacy smiled now and said, “It’s just two blocks from the high school, Betsy. I’m going to stop in here before school and after school, every single day.”

“Tacy is going to practically live here,” said Mrs. Ray. “Oh, my beautiful house! My beautiful new house!” And she hugged Mr. Ray again, and picked up her long skirts and waltzed around the empty room. Julia began to waltz with her, and Mr. Ray began to waltz in his stately way with Margaret, and Tacy caught Betsy. Everybody waltzed singing, “In the Good Old Summertime,” until they were laughing too hard either to waltz or to sing.

Betsy laughed harder than anyone, and she and Tacy, hand in hand, raced all over the house. They looked into every nook and corner, and into the closets, and out the windows. And when they had finished they all went down to the restaurant for supper. There everyone talked at once about the new house, and about how the furniture would be arranged, and what new things would have to be bought.

Betsy talked harder and faster than anyone, but inside she felt terrible. She felt as though she had fallen downstairs and had all her breath knocked out. She felt even worse than when she was visiting the Taggarts.
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High Street




IN A BREATHLESSLY SHORT space of time the Rays had moved from Hill Street where Betsy had lived all her life, to the new house at the windy junction of High Street and Plum.

High Street, like Hill Street, was on a hill for Deep Valley was built upon the river bluffs. But where Hill Street ran up a hill like a finger pointing to the top, High Street ran lengthwise, one of a layer of streets of which the lowest was Front Street, parallel to the river.

Two blocks from the Ray house, on the same side of the street, stood the red brick, turreted high school. Opposite were other houses with trees and shady lawns. Above them rows of rooftops indicated layers of streets, all the way to the top of High Street’s hill, where the sun came up behind a German Catholic College. It was different from the Hill Street hill, with its gifts of flowers and snow.

Betsy’s room looked south to Plum Street. Behind Plum Street’s houses the road dipped into a ravine. There was a store where Margaret bought candy as Betsy and Tacy had once bought it at Mrs. Chubbock’s store. The road forked, at a watering trough, and one branch led off to Cemetery Hill; the other, with several jogs invisible from Betsy’s window, found its way to Hill Street.

“At least,” Betsy thought with moody satisfaction, “I’m looking in the right direction.”

The house sat proudly on a terrace. It was freshly painted, green. It looked at the moment a little bare but that wouldn’t last long. Mr. Ray was transplanting vines from the Hill Street house. The new home would be covered with the old familiar pattern by next summer. Mrs. Ray planned to hang baskets filled with daisies, geraniums and long trailing vines around the porch. Bridal wreath and hydrangeas would be set out on the lawn. This house had no garden, no orchard, no grape arbor; not even a buggy shed and barn. Old Mag lived in a barn Mr. Ray had rented down the street. Betsy missed the comfortable litter, the familiar smell of the barnyard. She wondered whether Old Mag wasn’t homesick, and she and Margaret secretly made frequent trips to see her, taking sugar.

On moving day Betsy had been caught up into the excitement of the occasion. While men carried the furniture out of the yellow cottage, all the children and dogs of the neighborhood had looked on and rushed about. With scarcely a glance into the startled empty rooms, the family had hurried off in the surrey to reach High Street ahead of the dray.

Tacy had gone along, bearing a cake from her mother, a bowl of potato salad from Mrs. Rivers, and various contributions from the other neighbors. Mr. Ray tucked a coffee pot under the surrey seat. They had picnicked gaily in the midst of the confusion, and the moment the piano was set down in the music room…some people would have called this room a hall, but Julia insisted upon music room…Julia sat down and began to trill “ni-po-tu-la-he….” There hadn’t been time or opportunity to feel lonely for Hill Street.


But when the new house was comparatively settled and serene, the impact of the move struck Betsy with delayed force. Her mother was still blissfully busy with curtains and new purchases. Julia had joined the Girls’ Choir of St. John’s Episcopal Church which was directed by her singing teacher, Mrs. Poppy. She was busy with choir rehearsals, talking a language of vestments and te deums that Betsy did not even understand. She had also a new boy on the string, a solid, sober, well-dressed boy named Fred.

Betsy turned to Margaret, but Margaret was six years her junior; Betsy with ankle-length skirts and turned-up braid felt foolish playing childish games. She went up to see Tacy often, but the windows of the empty yellow cottage stared like reproachful eyes. She took to writing long letters to Tib, and when she could find solitude adequate enough, she wrote poems, about childhood and Hill Street and Tacy. But there didn’t seem to be a place to write poems in the new house. Her Uncle Keith’s trunk was not in the spacious new room.

Keith Warrington, her mother’s brother, was an actor. And his trunk, a real trouper’s trunk, flat-topped, four-square, had long served Betsy as a desk. It did not seem to belong in the new room, somehow. At Betsy’s own suggestion, on moving day, it had been put in the attic.


“Papa and I will buy you a new desk,” her mother said absently. Betsy disliked the new desk in advance. Sometimes she climbed to the attic and stuffed smudged, scribbled papers furtively into the trunk, standing forlorn in a dark corner. On such occasions she often cried a little; never much, for it always occurred to her how romantic it was to be crying about her trunk, and then she stopped, and couldn’t start again.

“I’ll be glad when school begins,” she thought one day, sitting on the porch steps, looking across the street at older lawns and gardens where late summer flowers gave the look of fall.

Her mother came out of the house just then, wearing the abstracted beatific look she had worn since moving day. Her red hair was tied up in a towel and she carried a hammer.

She tip-toed out to the muddy lawn and squinted at the big front window.

“I’m putting the new curtains up,” she explained. “Just wanted to get the effect. I’m fixing them in a stunning new way, crossed over, sort of. What I need for that window is a big brass bowl, with a palm in it, you know…” She stopped, sensing Betsy’s disinterest.

Betsy spoke crossly. “I’ll be glad when school begins.”

Mrs. Ray came out of her trance. She sat down on the steps, looking troubled.

“I’m sure you will. You’ll be happier, too, when you get acquainted with some boys and girls. I don’t know why you haven’t already. You were always such a one for other children.”

“There aren’t any around here,” said Betsy gloomily.

“Why, there’s the Edwards boy.”

Betsy could not deny it. The Rays’ back lawn ended in an alley, and across the alley was the Edwards’ barn. Their house looked the other way, fronting on the street below High Street, but it was as close as Tacy’s house had been. And there was an Edwards boy just about her age named Caleb. People called him Cab.

“I don’t know him; he went to the other school. And he’s always busy with boys, playing ball,” Betsy said.

“Go out and play with them.”

“Mamma! You seem to think I’m no older than Margaret.”

Mrs. Ray sighed. She looked at the stooped slender Betsy.

“Sit up straight, Betsy,” she said in an irritated tone, but Betsy only stooped the more. Secretly she thought the stoop attractive. She did not consider it a stoop, but a droop, such as Miss Ethel Barrymore had. She had read in the newspapers about the Ethel Barrymore droop, and she hoped that the Betsy Ray droop was equally fascinating.

Mrs. Ray was yearning to get at her windows but she made another attempt.

“Why don’t you go down to the Sibleys?” she asked. “They live so near, and Caroline is such a lovely girl.”

Mrs. Ray never mentioned Caroline Sibley without adding that she was a lovely girl which always annoyed Betsy.

“Caroline Sibley is a stick,” she said.

“Why, Betsy, you hardly know her. I’m sure she isn’t a stick. And they have such a big beautiful lawn, and there’s always a crowd of young people there….”

“And her father’s a banker,” Betsy put in rudely.

Mrs. Ray rose.

“Betsy, I really can’t let you talk to me like that. You know perfectly well it makes no difference to me that Caroline Sibley’s father is a banker. What interests me is that she is a very nice girl with a circle of friends who ought to be your friends, now that you live near. But there’s no use in my talking. I see that I can’t help you, at least in your present mood. And I’m busy. I wish to goodness I could get some help.”

“Hasn’t anyone answered your advertisement, Mamma?” asked Betsy, trying to sound pleasant because she felt ashamed.


“Not a soul. And I’m willing to pay top wages, two dollars a week.”

“Can I help you?”

“Not with the curtains, thanks. I just have to fuss until I get them right.” Thoughts of the new lace curtains, and the big shiny front window, brought the gleam back to Mrs. Ray’s eyes. “Why don’t you go to the Majestic?” she asked.

“Oh, Mamma! May I?” Betsy jumped up, smiling. “I haven’t a cent,” she added.

“Take a nickel out of my brown purse, and another nickel for ice cream,” Mrs. Ray answered, and went back to her curtains, swinging the hammer and humming.

Betsy rushed upstairs to wash. The new bathroom was nice, she admitted, running hot water into the bowl. She combed her hair freshly, taking care not to comb out the curls, and tied the big taffeta hair ribbon which matched her pink lawn jumper. She scowled at a shiny nose.

“I think I’ll run Mamma’s chamois skin over my face,” she said to herself. “Julia does it sometimes. It isn’t really powdering.”

Having beautified herself, she took ten cents from the brown pocket book, caught up a pink ruffled parasol and ran downstairs to kiss her mother penitently.

Starting down Plum Street she saw the Edwards boy sawing wood in his back yard. She had seen him first over the back fence the day they moved in, and several times since. He was about her own height, which was tall for a girl but not for a boy. He was thin and wiry with black hair, snapping green eyes and a dark monkeyish face which was not handsome but undeniably attractive, especially when, as now, he grinned.

A year or two before Betsy would have given him a cheerful hello. Today, although she returned his smile, she did not speak or pause. She knew that her pink lawn jumper was becoming, and hoped that her Ethel Barrymore droop was fascinating, as she sauntered past his back yard and his front yard and on down the hill.

Crossing Broad Street she saw the Sibleys’ house, and in spite of the indifference she had shown in talking to her mother, she glanced toward it wistfully. It was a large blue-grey frame house with a generous porch. At the side was a large lawn with a trampled comfortable look. Caroline had several brothers, and there was usually a game of some sort going on.

Betsy acknowledged now that she was prejudiced against Caroline Sibley; perhaps because her mother always praised her so highly.

“Probably I’d like her if I knew her better,” Betsy conceded, and at that moment caught sight of her, walking arm in arm with a girl whom Betsy did not know at all. She was short, with smooth yellow hair, a round figure, and skirts a shade longer than the other girls wore. Betsy wondered who she was, but although Caroline Sibley called, “Hello!” and Betsy answered, she did not pause to be introduced. As soon as she had left them behind, she was sorry.

“I don’t know what ails me,” she thought dejectedly, and hurried on, glad to be going to the Majestic.

The Majestic Theatre, now…according to the sign…a High Class Place of Amusement, with Up-to-date Moving Picture Entertainment, Especially for Ladies and Children…had been just a short time before an ordinary Front Street store. Moving Picture Entertainment had been only a rumor emanating from nearby St. Paul and Minneapolis. There, travelers said, pictures moved on a screen. Deep Valley had seen them move only in nickelodeons, small boxes into which one dropped a nickel and peeped at jerky horse races, prize fights or dancing girls. Then talk of a moving picture called “The Great Train Robbery” rolled over the country like a tidal wave. In Deep Valley as in thousands of other towns a store front was painted red and yellow; a screen was put up inside; a projection machine, a piano and rows of chairs were moved in. The first program was “The Great Train Robbery,” and Mr. Ray took the family to see it.


Today the picture was a fantasy called “The Astronomer’s Dream.” That was the kind Betsy liked best. She sat on the hard chair in the dim stuffy show house and watched the flickering scenes in an enchanted silence. After the main picture there was an illustrated song. The girl who played the piano sang, as colored slides were flashed on the screen.


“Keep a little cozy corner,

In your heart for me,

Just for me….”



Betsy knew it well, for Julia played it.

She had an ice cream soda at Heinz’s afterwards, but walking home under her pink ruffled parasol, she felt blue again. A game of prisoners’ base was in progress now on the Sibleys’ lawn. Cab Edwards had disappeared.

“Down at the Sibleys, probably,” Betsy thought.

She was returning more despondent than she had been when she left. And that wasn’t fair after her mother had spent ten cents to cheer her up. She didn’t know what she could do about it, though. Then in a twinkling she didn’t feel blue any more. Her spirits perked up like a terrier’s ears. For Mr. Thumbler’s hack was driving away from her house, and on the steps stood a stout woman wearing an elegant purple silk dress, a large hat trimmed with feathers, and a feather boa which, flung over one shoulder, shimmered down her ample body. She wasn’t just a caller, for she carried a valise. A visitor! How thrilling!

Betsy collapsed her parasol, patted her curls. After the visitor had rung the bell and had been admitted and a suitable short interval had elapsed, Betsy put on her Ethel Barrymore droop and sauntered into the house.








[image: image]

5

Anna




HER MOTHER AND THE visitor were seated in the parlor. The curtains had been hung. Mrs. Ray’s hair was no longer concealed by a towel but rose in its usual high red pompadour, and she was wearing a becoming waist and skirt.

She called, “Come in, dear!” and said to the visitor…in a somewhat choked voice, Betsy thought…“This is my middle daughter, Betsy. Betsy, this is Anna Swenson who has come to work for us.”

“I’m pleased to meet you,” Betsy murmured.

Under the feathered hat she saw a wide good-natured face.

“Why, lovey!” said Anna Swenson. “How puny you look! Almost as puny as you are, lovey,” she added, to Mrs. Ray.

“We’re a very puny family,” Mrs. Ray answered in the same choked voice.

Anna nodded.

“So were the McCloskeys. They’re the folks I used to work for, lovey. My, how they liked my raised biscuits and my meat balls and my chocolate layer cake! And every last one of them was puny. Charley used to say to me, ‘Anna, aren’t those McCloskeys the puniest folks?’ and I’d say, ‘Ja, Charley! They’re certainly puny.’ They were tony, too.”

“And who is Charley?” asked Mrs. Ray while Betsy slipped into a chair and stared with fascinated eyes.

“My beau,” Anna answered, smiling broadly. “A bartender down at the Corner Café.”

“Is he puny, too?”

“Na,” answered Anna regretfully, shaking her head. “He’s not puny. He’s a nice fellow, Charley is, and a good spender. But I’d never call him puny.”


“Are you engaged to him?” asked Betsy, hoping that if she was they would not be married soon.

“I’m not much on the marrying,” Anna reassured her. “What I like to do is cook. You may think you know how to cook,” she said to Mrs. Ray, who certainly did think she knew how to cook and started to say so, but Anna waved her down. “You may think you know how to cook, but wait ‘til you taste my cinnamon buns. They melt in your mouth. ‘Anna,’ Mrs. McCloskey used to say to me, ‘your cinnamon buns just melt in my mouth.’” She turned to Betsy. “The McCloskey girl,” she added, “always said the same.”

“Are you really coming to work for us?” cried Betsy.

“Certainly I am,” Anna replied, beaming. “I said so to Charley last night. We were out buggy riding. A hired rig, but very tony. He’s a good spender, Charley is. I showed him your ad in the paper. Mrs. Robert Ray of High Street wants a hired girl, five in the family, two dollars a week. I said to Charley, That’s my place, Charley.’ ‘Well,’ he said, ‘I hope you’ll like them as well as you liked the McCloskeys.’”

“Do you think you will?” Betsy asked eagerly.

Anna looked around the parlor, and Mrs. Ray flashed Betsy a proud confident glance. The new lace curtains were draped
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