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For Kip


 

Introduction

Anastasia was born in the winter of 1978. No computers then; she emerged from an old typewriter and kind of took me by surprise. But I think I know why she appeared. I had just written two books—the second was about to be published—and both of them were solemn, serious in tone. I was working on a third, Autumn Street, which made me cry every time I reread the completed chapters.

I think Anastasia simply came forward, tugged at my sleeve, and said, “Hey. Lighten up.”

When characters float into my consciousness like that, they frequently arrive with a name. Where hers came from I have no idea. (But it’s a thrill knowing that there are several young women out there, grown by now, who were named for her.)

And a character’s personality? Often it has its origins in my own remembered early years. Meg Chalmers, in A Summer to Die, was me. So was Elizabeth, in Autumn Street.

But Anastasia Krupnik—feisty, outspoken, sometimes confrontational? Not me at all. Anastasia came directly from the national news; I had often chuckled reading or watching accounts of the presidential daughter of those years, Amy Carter, who said what she thought. (Once an idiotic journalist asked the ten-year-old if she had anything to say to the children of the world. To her credit, Amy Carter replied, “No.”)

I even pictured Anastasia looking like Jimmy Carter’s strawberry-blond daughter (though over the years various illustrators portrayed Anastasia as dark-haired).

And I gave her the kind of family (artistic, intellectual, funny) and the kind of home (book-filled, messy, colorful) that I admired.

As for her adventures? I gave her none, really. I gave her instead the small things that make up an ordinary life: the little heartbreaks and disappointments, the tiny misadventures, and the moments of family affection. The Krupniks squabble and they laugh about it later. They make mistakes and they laugh about it later. Anastasia sulks and threatens to run away; she changes her mind and they laugh about it later. She falls in love, and out of love, and tries to understand love, and in the process she is surrounded by it. 

When I was midway through the writing of the book, I was invited to speak at a parochial school. It was a pretty old-fashioned school, even then—and this was more than thirty years ago—with the teachers, all of them nuns, still wearing the long black habits that are today a relic of the past. I decided it was a good occasion to vet the chapter in which Anastasia decides to become a Catholic. So I read those pages in the yet-unfinished book to a classroom of kids, probably fifth-graders, who I could see were glancing a little nervously at the two black-garbed teachers standing on the side of the room. After a few minutes it became clear to the kids that it was okay to giggle, because both nuns were bent double, their shoulders shaking with laughter, and one had to daub at her eyes.

 

I remember, too, a performance of a theatrical adaptation of the book that I saw at a midwestern college one time, for which a little bit of dialogue had to be hastily rewritten before the second show. It was the scene in which Anastasia, bemoaning her name, longing for a trendy one that would lend itself to a nickname ending in “i” like those of her friends Becki and Traci and Cindi, wails to her parents: “They’re all getting T-shirts with their names on them. Look at my chest! Picture my name across my chest!”

Trouble was, the very talented college sophomore playing Anastasia on the stage was unusually well-endowed in that department. When she wailed, “Look at my chest!” the entire audience, mostly students, did just that and burst out laughing. In the evening performance, it became “Look at my back! Picture my name across my back!”

 

Back in the days when I used to spend more time visiting schools, I occasionally held Anastasia look-alike contests. I invited volunteers to come to the stage; the stipulation was that they had to wear glasses and be between nine and twelve. Then I held the hardcover book above each contestant and the audience clapped for their favorite, and I gave the winner, the one who garnered the greatest applause, a signed book. I remember liking how it made heroines, for that brief time, of somewhat nerdy-looking girls: no gorgeous blondes, no cheerleaders, just the solemn, scholarly sorts, the kind of child I had once been.

I learned, though, to be more meticulous in my description of the qualifications for the contestants, when (I think this was in Winchester, Virginia) the award went to a pair of bespectacled identical twins . . . boys.

 

Because she came into being in the late 1970s, some things about Anastasia’s life may seem a little dated to today’s young readers. For example: no cell phones, no computers. If she were a fourth-grader today, would she still be writing in that green notebook, or would she be blogging instead? Would she cover her bedroom floor with crumpled attempts at poem-writing, or would she simply be revising on her laptop?

One thing is for sure: she would still be curious, impatient, bright, and very verbal. And if she had grown older each year? She would now be forty-five years old, and a college graduate, for sure—her parents would see to that. She’d be tall; she always complained that she was the tallest girl in her class. I doubt if she’d be wearing contacts; she always liked her owl-eyed glasses. Fashionable? Well, in her own way, perhaps—Anastasia was never one to follow trends. She’d still be clumsy, I’m afraid, and if she ever took a summer job as a waitress she would not have been very good at balancing the trays. But her family’s love of books, art, and music would have stayed with her, and whereever the grown-up Anastasia chose to live (oh, I hope it would be Cambridge!), her house or apartment would be filled with those things that were so much a part of her past. And her family would be close by. (I do hope her father finally managed to quit smoking.)


one


  [image:  ]


 

Anastasia Krupnik was ten. She had hair the color of Hubbard squash, fourteen freckles across her nose (and seven others in places that she preferred people not to know about), and glasses with large owl-eyed rims, which she had chosen herself at the optician’s.

Once she had thought that she might like to be a professional ice skater. But after two years of trying, she still skated on the insides of her ankles.

Once she had thought that she might like to be a ballerina, but after a year of Saturday morning ballet lessons, she still couldn’t get the fifth position exactly right.

Her parents said, very kindly, that perhaps she should choose a profession that didn’t involve her feet. She thought that probably they were right, and she was still trying to think of one.

Anastasia had a small pink wart in the middle of her left thumb. She found her wart very pleasing. It had appeared quite by surprise, shortly after her tenth birthday, on a morning when nothing else interesting was happening, and it was the first wart she had ever had, or even seen.

“It’s the loveliest color I’ve ever seen in a wart,” her mother, who had seen others, said with admiration.

“Warts, you know,” her father had told her, “have a kind of magic to them. They come and go without any reason at all, rather like elves.”

Anastasia’s father, Dr. Myron Krupnik, was a professor of literature and had read just about every book in the world, which may have been why he knew so much about warts. He had a beard the color of Hubbard squash, though not much hair on his head, and he wore glasses for astigmatism, as Anastasia did, although his were not quite as owly. He was also a poet. Sometimes he read his poems to Anastasia by candlelight.

Katherine Krupnik, her mother, was a painter. Very often there was a smudge of purple on her cheek, or a daub of green on one wrist or elbow. Sometimes she smelled of turpentine, which painters use; sometimes she smelled of vanilla and brown sugar, which mothers use; and sometimes, not very often, she smelled of Je Reviens perfume.

In the bookcases of their apartment were four volumes of poetry that had been written by Myron Krupnik. The first one was called Laughter Behind the Mask, and on the back of the book was a photograph of Myron Krupnik, much younger, when he had a lot of hair, holding his glasses in one hand and half smiling as if he knew a secret. Anastasia’s father hated that book, or said that he did. Anastasia sometimes wondered why he kept it in the bookcase if he hated it so much. She thought it must be a little like the feeling she had had when she was eight, when she hated a boy named Michael McGuire so much that she walked past his house every day, just to stick out her tongue.

The second book of poetry by her father had a photograph of him with slightly less hair and a mustache; it was called Mystery of Myth. Her father liked it. But her mother didn’t like it at all. The reason her mother didn’t like it at all was because on one of the inside front pages it said, “For Annie.” Anastasia didn’t know who Annie was. She suspected that her mother did.

The third book was her mother’s favorite, probably because it said, inside, “For Katherine.” It was called Come Morning, Come Night and was filled with love poems that Anastasia found very embarrassing.

But the fourth book was her favorite. Her father’s photograph showed him bald and bearded, the way she had always known him. The poems were soft sounding and quiet, when he read them to her. The book was called Bittersweet; and it said, inside, “To someone special: Anastasia.”

Sometimes, when no one was in the room, Anastasia took Bittersweet down from the shelf, just to look at that page. Looking at it made her feel awed, unique, and proud.

Awed, unique, and proud were three words that she had written on page seven of her green notebook. She kept lists of her favorite words; she kept important private information; and she kept things that she thought might be the beginnings of poems, in her green notebook. No one had ever looked inside the green notebook except Anastasia.

On page one, the green notebook said, “My name is Anastasia Krupnik. This is the year that I am ten.”

On page two, it said, “These are the most important things that happened the year that I was ten:”

So far, there were only two things on the list. One was, “I got a small pink wart.” And the other was, “My teacher’s name is Mrs. Westvessel.”

Mrs. Westvessel wore stockings with seams up the back, and shoes that laced on the sides. Sometimes, while she sat at her desk, she unlaced her shoes when she thought no one was watching, and rubbed her feet against each other. Under the stockings, on the tops of her toes, were tiny round things like small doughnuts.

Anastasia described the toe doughnuts to her mother, and her mother nodded and explained that those were called corn pads.

Anastasia wrote “corn pads” on page twenty-seven of her notebook.

Mrs. Westvessel also had interesting brown spots on the backs of her hands, very large and lop-sided bosoms, and a faint gray mustache.

“I think Mrs. Westvessel is probably over one hundred years old,” Anastasia told her parents at dinner. “Probably about one hundred and twenty.”

“Nobody lives to be one hundred and twenty,” said her mother as she poured some mushroom gravy over Anastasia’s meat loaf. “Unless they’re in Tibet.”

Her father wrinkled his forehead. “Perhaps Mrs. Westvessel is a mutant,” he said.

“Yes,” agreed Anastasia. “Mrs. Westvessel is a mutant, I believe.”

Later she wrote “mutant” on page twenty-seven, under “corn pads.” Anastasia was a very good speller; she sounded out the syllables of “mutant” correctly on the first try.

Anastasia didn’t like Mrs. Westvessel very much. That made her feel funny, because she had always liked—sometimes even loved—her teachers before.

So she wrote in her green notebook, “Why don’t I like Mrs. Westvessel?” and began to make a list of reasons. Making lists of reasons was sometimes a good way to figure things out.

“Reason one:” wrote Anastasia, “Because she isn’t a good teacher.”

But then she crossed out reason one, because it was a lie. Anastasia wasn’t crazy about telling lies, even to herself; she did it, sometimes, but it always gave her a stomachache.

Mrs. Westvessel, she knew, was really a pretty good teacher. At any rate, she had taught Anastasia to remember the difference between minuends and subtrahends, which was not a particularly interesting thing to know; and also how to say “I love you” in both French and German, which was not only very interesting but might come in handy someday.

“Reason two:” wrote Anastasia, after she had crossed out reason one, “Because she is so old.”

That wasn’t a lie, so it didn’t give her a stomachache; but it was a reason that Anastasia felt a little strange about. Anastasia felt a little strange about old people in general. Probably it was because of her grandmother, who was the oldest person she knew. Her grandmother was so old that she lived in a nursing home; and Anastasia didn’t like to visit her there. The nursing home smelled of medicine and Polident, a bad combination of smells.

But Mrs. Westvessel smelled of chalk dust and Elmer’s Glue, which was not a bad combination at all. And Mrs. Westvessel, although she was old, never acted old. When they were studying Ireland in geography, Mrs. Westvessel had done an Irish jig in her laced-up shoes, with her bosoms bouncing. That, thought Anastasia, wasn’t an old thing to do.

So she slowly crossed out reason two. Then she couldn’t think of any others.

Finally she wrote, “Reason three: Because I am dumb.”

Not dumb in school. Anastasia, particularly after she had finally mastered the difference between minuends and subtrahends, was actually a very good student.

“I’m dumb,” said Anastasia sadly to herself, “because sometimes—too many times—I don’t feel the same way about things that everybody else feels.

“I was the only one at Jennifer MacCauley’s birthday party,” she remembered gloomily, “who thought green ice cream was nauseating. Everybody even said I was dumb, for that.

“I’m the only person in the world,” she reminded herself, “—the whole entire world—who likes cold spinach sandwiches. That’s really dumb.

“And now,” she thought, “I’m the only kid in the fourth grade who doesn’t like Mrs. Westvessel.”

So reason three seemed to be the reason. “Because I’m dumb.” She left it there, frowned, and closed her green notebook. “Sometimes,” she thought, “maybe it isn’t a good idea after all to make a list and find out the answer to a question.”

But when Mrs. Westvessel announced one day in the fall that the class would begin writing poetry, Anastasia was the happiest she had ever been in school.

Somewhere off in a place beyond her own thoughts, Anastasia could hear Mrs. Westvessel’s voice. She was reading some poems to the class; she was talking about poetry and how it was made. But Anastasia wasn’t really listening. She was listening instead to the words that were appearing in her own head, floating there and arranging themselves into groups, into lines, into poems.

There were so many poems being born in Anastasia’s head that she ran all the way home from school to find a private place to write them down, the way her cat had once found a very private place—the pile of ironing in the pantry—in which to create kittens.

But she discovered that it wasn’t easy. She hung the Do Not Disturb sign from the Parker House Hotel on the doorknob of her bedroom door. She thought that might make it easier.

She got herself a glass of orange juice with ice in it, to sip on while she worked. She thought that might make it easier.

She put on her Red Sox cap. She thought that might make it easier.

But it still wasn’t easy at all. Sometimes the words she wrote down were the wrong words, and didn’t say what she wanted them to say, didn’t make the sounds that she wanted them to make. Soon her Snoopy wastebasket was filled with crumpled pages, crumpled beginnings of poems.

Her mother knocked on her bedroom door and called, “Anastasia? Are you all right?”

“Yes,” she called back, taking her pencil eraser out of her mouth for a minute. “I’m writing a poem.”

Her mother understood that, because very often Anastasia’s father would close the door to his study when he was writing a poem, and wouldn’t come out even for dinner. “Okay, love,” her mother said, the way she said it to Anastasia’s father.

It took her eight evenings to write one poem. Even then, she was surprised when she realized that it was finished. She read it aloud, alone in her room, behind the Do Not Disturb sign from the Parker House Hotel; and then she read it aloud again, and smiled.

Then she read it aloud one more time, put it into the top drawer of her desk, took out her green notebook, and added to the list on page two under “These are the most important things that happened the year that I was ten,” as item three: “I wrote a wonderful poem.”

Then she flipped the Do Not Disturb sign on her doorknob to its opposite side, the side her mother didn’t like. “Maid,” said the opposite side, “please make up this room as soon as possible.”

Her poem was finished just in time for Creativity Week.

Mrs. Westvessel was very, very fond of Weeks. In their class, already this year, they had had Be Kind to Animals Week, when the bulletin board had been filled with newspaper clippings about dogs who had found lost children in deep woods, cats that had traveled three hundred miles home after being left behind in strange cities, and a cow in New Hampshire that had been spray-painted red during hunting season so that she would not be mistaken for a deer.

During My Neighborhood Week, one entire classroom wall had been covered with paper on which they had made a mural: each child had drawn a building to create My Neighborhood. There were three Luigi’s Pizzas; two movie theaters, both showing Superman; one Fenway Park; a split-level house with a horse tied to a tree in the yard; two aquariums; two science museums; one airport control tower; three state prisons; and a condemned apartment building with a large rat on the front steps. Mrs. Westvessel said that it was not what she had had in mind, and that next time she would give better instructions.

Creativity Week was the week that the fourth grade was to bring their poems to school. On Monday morning Mrs. Westvessel took them on a field trip to Longfellow’s home on Brattle Street. On Tuesday afternoon, a lady poet—poetess, she should be called, according to Mrs. Westvessel; but the lady poet frowned and said she preferred poet, please—came to visit the class and read some of her poems. The lady poet wore dark glasses and had crimson fingernails. Anastasia didn’t think that Longfellow would have liked the lady poet at all, or her poems.

Wednesday was the day that the members of the class were to read their own poems, aloud.

Robert Giannini stood in front of the class and read:

 


I have a dog whose name is Spot.

He likes to eat and drink a lot.

When I put water in his dish,

He laps it up just like a fish.



 

Anastasia hated Robert Giannini’s poem. Also, she thought it was a lie. Robert Giannini’s dog was named Sputnik; everyone in the neighborhood knew that; and Sputnik had bitten two kids during the summer and if he bit one more person the police said the Gianninis would have to get rid of him.

But Mrs. Westvessel cried, “Wonderful!” She gave Robert Giannini an A and hung his poem on the wall. Anastasia imagined that Longfellow was eyeing it with distaste.

Traci Beckwith got up from her desk, straightened her tights carefully, and read:

 


In autumn when the trees are brown,

I like to walk all through the town.

I like to see the birds fly south.

Some have worms, still, in their mouths.



 

Traci Beckwith blushed, and said, “It doesn’t rhyme exactly.”

“Well,” said Mrs. Westvessel, in a kind voice, “your next one will be better, I’m sure.” She gave Traci Beckwith a B plus, and hung the poem on the wall next to Robert’s.

Anastasia had begun to feel a little funny, as if she had ginger ale inside of her knees. But it was her turn. She stood up in front of the class and read her poem. Her voice was very small, because she was nervous.

 


hush    hush    the sea-soft night is aswim

           with wrinklesquirm creatures

                                                  listen (!)

to them    move     smooth     in the moistly dark

             here in the     whisperwarm    wet



 

That was Anastasia’s poem.

“Read that again, please, Anastasia, in a bigger voice,” said Mrs. Westvessel.

So Anastasia took a deep breath and read her poem again. She used the same kind of voice that her father did when he read poetry to her, drawing some of the words out as long as licorice sticks, and making some others thumpingly short.

The class laughed.

Mrs. Westvessel looked puzzled. “Let me see that, Anastasia,” she said. Anastasia gave her the poem.

Mrs. Westvessel’s ordinary, everyday face had about one hundred wrinkles in it. When she looked at Anastasia’s poem, her forehead and nose folded up so that she had two hundred new wrinkles all of a sudden.

“Where are your capital letters, Anastasia?” asked Mrs. Westvessel.

Anastasia didn’t say anything.

“Where is the rhyme?” asked Mrs. Westvessel. “It doesn’t rhyme at all.”

Anastasia didn’t say anything.

“What kind of poem is this, Anastasia?” asked Mrs. Westvessel. “Can you explain it, please?”

Anastasia’s voice had become very small again, the way voices do, sometimes. “It’s a poem of sounds,” she said. “It’s about little things that live in tidepools, after dark, when they move around. It doesn’t have sentences or capital letters because I wanted it to look on the page like small creatures moving in the dark.

“I don’t know why it doesn’t rhyme,” she said, miserably. “It didn’t seem important.”

“Anastasia, weren’t you listening in class when we talked about writing poems?”

Anastasia looked at the floor. “No,” she whispered, finally.

Mrs. Westvessel frowned, and rubbed her jiggly bosom thoughtfully. “Well,” she said, at last.

“Well. Anastasia, when we talked about poetry in this class we simply were not talking about worms and snails crawling on a piece of paper. I’m afraid I will have to give you an F.”

An F. Anastasia had never had an F in her entire life. She kept looking at the floor. Someone had stepped on a red crayon once; the color was smeared into the wood forever.

“Iworkedveryhardonthatpoem,” whispered Anastasia to the floor.

“Speak up, Anastasia.”

Anastasia lifted her head and looked Mrs. Westvessel in the eye. “I worked very, very hard on that poem,” she said, in a loud, clear voice.

Mrs. Westvessel looked terribly sad. “I can tell that you did, Anastasia,” she said. “But the trouble is that you didn’t listen to the instructions. I gave very, very careful instructions to the class about the kinds of poems you were to write. And you were here that day; I remember that you were.

“Now if, in geography, I explained to the class just how to draw a map, and someone didn’t listen, and drew his own kind of map” (everyone glanced at Robert Giannini, who blushed—he had drawn a beautiful map of Ireland, with cartoon figures of people throwing bombs all over it, and had gotten an F) “even though it was a very beautiful map, I would have to give that person a failing grade because he didn’t follow the instructions. So I’m afraid I will have to do the same in this case, Anastasia.

“I’m sorry,” said Mrs. Westvessel.

“I just bet you are,” thought Anastasia.

“If you work hard on another, perhaps it will be better. I’m sure it will be better,” said Mrs. Westvessel. She wrote a large F on the page of poetry, gave it back to Anastasia, and called on the next student.

At home, that evening, Anastasia got her green notebook out of her desk drawer. Solemnly, under “These are the most important things that happened the year that I was ten,” in item three, she crossed out the word wonderful and replaced it with the word terrible.

“I wrote a terrible poem,” she read sadly. Her goldfish, Frank, came to the side of his bowl and moved his mouth. Anastasia read his lips and said, “Blurp blurp blurp to you too, Frank.”

Then she turned the pages of her notebook until she came to a blank one, page fourteen, and printed carefully at the top of the right-hand side: Things I Hate.

She thought very hard because she wanted it to be an honest list.

Finally she wrote down: “Mr. Belden at the drugstore.” Anastasia honestly hated Mr. Belden, because he called her “girlie,” and because once, in front of a whole group of fifth grade boys who were buying baseball cards, he had said the rottenest, rudest thing she could imagine anyone saying ever, and especially in front of a whole group of fifth grade boys. Mr. Belden had said, “You want some Kover-up Kreme for those freckles, girlie?” And she had not been anywhere near the Kover-up Freckle Kreme, which was $1.39 and right between the Cuticura Soap and the Absorbine Jr.

Next, without any hesitation, Anastasia wrote down “Boys.” She honestly hated boys. All of the fifth grade boys buying baseball cards that day had laughed.

“Liver” was also an honest thing. Everybody in the world hated liver except her parents.

And she wrote down “pumpkin pie,” after some thought. She had tried to like pumpkin pie, but she honestly hated it.

And finally, Anastasia wrote, at the end of her Things I Hate list: “Mrs. Westvessel.” That was the most honest thing of all.

Then, to even off the page, she made a list on the left-hand side: Things I Love. For some reason it was an easier list to make.

Her parents were having coffee in the living room. “They’re going to find out about the F when they go for a parent-teacher conference,” thought Anastasia. “So I might as well show them.” She took her poem to the living room. She held it casually behind her back.

“You guys know,” she said, “how sometimes maybe someone is a great musician or something—well, maybe he plays the trumpet or something really well—and then maybe he has a kid, and it turns out the kid isn’t any good at all at playing the trumpet?” Her parents looked puzzled.

“No,” said her father. “What on earth are you talking about?”

She tried again. “Well, suppose a guy is a terrific basketball player. Maybe he plays for the Celtics and he’s almost seven feet tall. Then maybe he has a kid, a little boy, and maybe the little boy wants to be a great basketball player. But he only grows to be five feet tall. So he can’t be any good at basketball, right?”

“Is it a riddle, Anastasia?” her mother asked. “It seems very complicated.”

“What if a man is a really good poet and his daughter tries to write a poem—I mean tries really hard—and the only poem she writes is a terrible poem?”

“Oh,” said her father. “Let’s see the poem, Anastasia.”

Anastasia handed the poem to her father.

He read it once to himself. Then he read it aloud. He read it the way Anastasia had tried to, in class, so that some of the words sounded long and shuddery. When he came to the word “night” he said it in a voice as quiet as sleep. When he had finished, they were all silent for a moment. Her parents looked at each other.

“You know, Anastasia,” her father said, finally. “Some people—actually, a lot of people—just don’t understand poetry.”

“It doesn’t make them bad people,” said her mother hastily.

“Just dumb?” suggested Anastasia. If she could change, under “Why don’t I like Mrs. Westvessel?” the answer “Because I’m dumb” to “Because she’s dumb,” maybe it wouldn’t be such a discouraging question and answer after all.

But her father disagreed. “Not dumb,” he said. “Maybe they just haven’t been educated to understand poetry.”

He took his red pen from his pocket. “I myself,” he said grandly, “have been very well educated to understand poetry.” With his red pen he added some letters to the F, so that the word Fabulous appeared across the top of the page.

Anastasia decided that when she went back to her room she would get her green notebook out again, and change page two once more. “I wrote a fabulous poem,” it would say. She smiled.

“Daddy, do you think maybe someday I could be a poet?” she asked.

“Don’t know why not,” he said. “If you work hard at it.”

“How long does it take to make a whole book of poems?”

“Well, let’s see. That last book of mine took me about nine months.”

Anastasia groaned. “That’s a long time. You could get a baby in nine months, for Pete’s sake.”

Her parents both laughed. Then they looked at each other and laughed harder. Suddenly Anastasia had a very strange feeling that she knew why they were laughing. She had a very strange feeling that her Things I Hate list was going to be getting even longer.
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The rats. So they were going to have a baby.

Anastasia had been angry a lot of times.

She had been angry the day that she came down with the flu and had a temperature of 103° and had to miss the special Children’s Concert that the Boston Symphony was doing, and her parents gave the tickets to the terrible Truesdales who lived in the upstairs apartment.

She had been angry at the paperhanger who insisted on wallpapering her bedroom with the wallpaper right side up, when Anastasia preferred the way it looked upside down.

She had been very, very angry at the person who stole her new bike when she forgot to chain it to the fence outside of the J. Henry Bosler Elementary School.

But she had never in her life been as angry as she was the evening that her parents told her that they were going to have a baby.

“What are you trying to do, be in the Guinness Book of World Records?” she asked her mother. “You’re too old to have a baby!”

“Thirty-five?” her mother asked, with raised eyebrows. “Thirty-five is too old? Thirty-five is going to put me in The Guinness Book of World Records? Come on, Anastasia. Thirty-five is the prime of life!”

“Ten is,” muttered Anastasia. “Ten is the prime of life.”

“Wrong, both of you,” said Anastasia’s father. “The prime of life is forty-five. I’m in the prime of life.”

“Anyway,” added Anastasia, “you don’t need a baby. You have me.”

“Dumb, dumb, dumb,” she thought immediately. “I’m being dumb, again. I’m the only one in the whole world, for Pete’s sake—the whole world including even my parents—who thinks that I’m important enough to be the only kid in the family.”

Her mother sat glumly, examining some burnt umber paint on the back of her hand. Her father rolled his eyes the way he did every time the Patriots missed a first down.

“Yes,” he said. “We certainly do have you.”

There was a long silence.

“So,” said Anastasia, finally. “You’re not going to change your minds?”

Her mother rubbed her middle softly with her paint-smeared hand. “It’s too late for that, Anastasia.”

“It’s a fait accompli,” said her father.

“You know I can’t understand Greek, Daddy.”

“French.”

“Well, French, then. I can’t understand French either. What’s a fait accompli: another word for baby?”

“In this instance, I guess it is. A baby boy.”

Anastasia hooted. “You guys may think I don’t know anything, but I do know that you can’t tell what kind of baby it is until it’s born. What do you mean, a baby boy? Did you consult a fortuneteller?”

“Actually,” said her mother, brightening a little and pouring herself another cup of coffee, “it’s really pretty interesting, Anastasia. They have this special test they can do on women. They did this test on me, and it showed that the baby is healthy. A healthy boy.”

Anastasia kicked the rung of her chair with one sneaker. She was quiet, thinking. Her parents both stirred their coffee at the same time, and sipped, at the same time, as if they’d been rehearsing: one, two, three, stir, and one, two, three, sip.

“You have probably been thinking some about where you’re going to put this, ah, baby boy, in this extremely small, extremely crowded apartment,” Anastasia said.

“Yes,” said her father with interest. “We have been thinking about that. Any ideas?”

“Simple,” said Anastasia, standing up. “Very simple. It can have my room. Because I’m moving out. Excuse me. I have to go pack.”

She stomped down the hall to her bedroom. In the darkest corner of her closet she found the heavy canvas bag that was left over from her father’s days in the Navy; it had KRUPNIK M A stenciled on the side. Once, when she was smaller, her father had put her into it, pulled the drawstring closed, and carried her around the apartment while she giggled.

Anastasia took the orangutan poster from her wall, rolled it up, and put it into the canvas bag. Then she added three pairs of underpants and a box of crayons. Carefully she put in her green notebook and a sweatshirt with a picture of Amelia Earhart. Sadly, she realized that she couldn’t pack her goldfish. But her comic books went in, and a box of Kleenex, and a folded program from a performance of Peter Pan. Reluctantly she added her arithmetic book. Then she cleaned her watercolor brushes in the glass of muddy water that had been on her desk for a week, put the brushes into her box of paints, and tucked that into the bag. Under her bureau was a rather stale Hostess Twinkie. She added that.

Then she went back to the kitchen. Her parents were still drinking coffee, looking distressed, and talking to each other quietly.

“Excuse me for interrupting. But I would like to have my silver cup, the one with my name on it, that my grandmother gave me when I was born. You don’t have to polish it or anything.”

Her mother went to the cupboard to look for the cup.

“You know, Anastasia,” said her father. “The baby won’t be born until March. So there’s no need to hurry in making a decision about moving out. I would think that you’d like to stay through Christmas at least.”

Anastasia didn’t say anything. But she began to think. It would be nice to be around for Christmas.

Her mother was holding the little blackened cup.

“I really should polish this,” she said. “You can barely see the name.”

“That’s another thing,” said Anastasia. “What are you going to name this baby?”

“Goodness,” said her mother. “We haven’t even thought about that. Maybe you have some suggestions . . .”

“As a matter of fact,” said her father, “I think we should give Anastasia the full responsibility for naming the baby. It will be her brother, after all.”

“Of course, I won’t be here,” said Anastasia.

“That’s right,” said her father. “I forgot that for a minute. Tell you what, though. If by some chance you should decide to stick around, you may name the baby.”

“Anything I want?”

“Well,” said her mother, “maybe we should . . .”

“Anything you want,” said her father decisively.

Anastasia stood there, thinking.

“Okay,” she said, finally. “I’ll stick around, and I’ll name the baby. You can put the cup back.”

She returned to her room and unpacked. Twinkie, paints, arithmetic book, Peter Pan program, Kleenex, sweatshirt, green notebook, crayons, underpants, and orangutan. She put the KRUPNIK M A canvas bag back on the floor of her closet. She had been thinking the entire time she was unpacking.

Then she sat down on her bed, picked up a pencil from the floor, and opened the green notebook to one of the very last pages where nothing was written at all.

In a secret corner, very small, she wrote the name she had chosen for her parents’ baby boy. It was the most terrible name she could think of. When she had written it, she smiled and closed the notebook.
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“Reasons for maybe becoming a Catholic,” wrote Anastasia in her green notebook.

1. There are fourteen Catholics in the fourth grade, and four Jews, and everybody else is something else. So I would make the fifteenth Catholic. And if ever they start a club or something, I would automatically be in it. That would be nice.

2. And I would get a new name. Maybe at about the same time I get a new brother.

Anastasia thought vaguely that probably there were other good reasons for becoming a Catholic. But she didn’t know what the other reasons might be, and the ones she had listed seemed good enough.

“I think I might become a Catholic,” she said to Jennifer MacCauley, who she hoped was going to be her very best friend in the fourth grade. Jennifer had a lot of things going for her: she had naturally curly reddish-brown hair, a broken-off front tooth from falling down the basement stairs, and more Barbie doll clothes than any other girl in the class.

She also, she had told Anastasia, was before long going to have a new and very impressive name. Right now her name was Jennifer Elizabeth MacCauley. But one of these days, she said, she was changing her name to Jennifer Elizabeth Theresa MacCauley. That was because she was Catholic.

Catholics, Jennifer told Anastasia, were allowed to give themselves an extra name when they were old enough. They were even allowed to choose the name themselves; Jennifer had already chosen Theresa.

That appealed to Anastasia, who had never liked her own name very much, and who had no middle name at all. When her brother was born, she knew, his new name was going to cause—well, maybe not trouble, but talk. It was certainly going to cause talk. It would be kind of nice to get a new name herself at the same time.

“It has to be a saint’s name,” Jennifer pointed out.

Anastasia wasn’t exactly sure what a saint was. But their names seemed okay. Some even seemed spectacular, for Pete’s sake. She looked at the list that Jennifer showed her.

“Perpetua,” she said, reading from the list. “Anastasia Perpetua Krupnik. I like that. I definitely think I might become a Catholic.”

“You can’t,” said Jennifer apologetically. “You’re too old.”

“What do you mean, too old?” asked Anastasia. “I’m only ten.”

“Look,” said Jennifer. She opened the top drawer of her desk—they were in Jennifer’s bedroom—and searched through the broken crayons, crumpled spelling papers, and half a deck of cards. She found a snapshot and handed it to Anastasia.

“Big deal,” Anastasia said, looking at it. “That’s just you in a bride’s outfit.” Secretly, she looked a little harder and was envious. She had wondered, often, what it would feel like to wear a bridal gown. Not that she ever wanted to get married. Or to have a baby, for Pete’s sake.

“Ha,” said Jennifer. “Bride’s outfit, my foot. That’s my First Holy Communion dress. I was seven. Everyone is around seven when they make their First Holy Communion. After that you’re a real Catholic.”

“Liar,” said Anastasia.

“No, honest,” Jennifer said. “Really. You can’t be a Catholic unless you do that.”

“Is there a law that you have to be seven?”

“I guess so.”

Anastasia thought it over carefully. “There can’t be,” she said, finally. “What if you were on a trip around the world the whole time you were seven?”

Jennifer shrugged. “I don’t know,” she admitted.

“What if you had leprosy when you were seven?”

Jennifer looked confused.

“What if you were Jewish when you were seven?”

Finally Jennifer said, “Well, sometimes there’s something they do in the Catholic Church. They give a disp—, they give a dispen—, a dispensation. That’s what they give.”

“What’s that?”

“It means that you can do something against the Catholic rules.”

“So. I’ll get a dispensation, then. What do I have to do?”

“I don’t know. You have to go to the church, I guess, and talk to the priest.”

“Couldn’t you do it, Jennifer? Couldn’t you talk to the priest and bring my dispensation home for me? Like picking up the homework assignment from Mrs. Westvessel if I’m absent?”

“I don’t know, Anastasia.”

“For a Catholic, you sure don’t know much, Jennifer.”

Jennifer looked uncomfortable.

Anastasia sighed. “When do you go to church next?” she asked.

“Saturday.”

“I’ll come with you then, on Saturday. I’ll talk to them about getting the dispensation. Probably I can bring it home with me. Then how long will it take to be a Catholic?”

“A while. You’ll have to go to catechism classes.”

“Well, that’s okay. I want my mother to have time to order new name tapes for my camp clothes, since my name will be different.”

“You don’t have to put your whole name on things. I don’t have my whole name on my camp clothes.”

“Listen, Jennifer, do you think I’m going to become a Catholic and get a name like Anastasia Perpetua Krupnik and not let people know about it?”

Anastasia went home. She wanted to tell her parents about her decision to become a Catholic, but she knew that she had to tell them at the right moment, in the right way, because it would be something of a surprise. They might even be a little upset, she suspected, that she was changing her name.

So she waited until they were seated at the kitchen table for supper, waited until her mother had served the stewed chicken, and then she stood up and said, “Look.” She began to sign herself with the sign of the cross, the way Jennifer MacCauley had showed her. She got mixed up and realized she was doing it backwards.

“Wait a minute,” she said. Then she said aloud, thinking, “Forehead. Belly button. Left nipple. Right nipple.” She did it again, correctly.

Her parents looked at her, puzzled.

“That’s terrific, Anastasia,” her father said, finally. “Look at mine.” He stood up and said, “Nose. Stomach. Left ear. Right ear.” He touched them in that order and sat back down. Her mother shook her head as if she thought they were both crazy.

“Daddy,” said Anastasia angrily, “don’t make fun of me. I was doing the sign of the cross. I’m going to become a Catholic.”

“You’re what?” said her mother.

“That is both interesting and preposterous,” her father said, and began eating his chicken.

“I am too,” said Anastasia. “First, I’m going to the church on Saturday with Jennifer, and talk to the guy there about picking up my dispensation.”

“Oh?” said her mother, with interest.

“And then I’m going to catechism classes. I’m not sure how many I have to go to.”

“Oh?” said her father.

“And then I have to get a wedding dress, and then I make my First Holy Communion.”

“A wedding dress?” asked her mother.

“Yes. They make them in small sizes for Catholics.”

“And then?”

“Well, you may not like this part much. But then I change my name. I will be Anastasia Perpetua Krupnik.”

Her parents looked at each other thoughtfully, and then they both looked at Anastasia.

“And that’s it?” asked her father.

“Yes. Then I’m a Catholic.”

“You know,” said Anastasia’s mother, “most people, making an important decision like that, would discuss it first with their parents.”

Anastasia looked pointedly at her mother’s middle, which was beginning to bulge slightly so that she had left the button at the top of her jeans undone. “Most people,” she said to her mother, “making an important decision like that would discuss it first with their child.”

They each took a bite of chicken. Finally Anastasia’s father said, “You’re going to church Saturday, you said? To pick something up?”

“Yes, my dispensation. I’ll show it to you when I get home.”

“Fine. I suggest that we don’t really need to discuss this any more now. We’ll wait till Anastasia has been to the church and talked to the, ah, the guy there, about everything.”

They all nodded. Anastasia’s mother passed the peas around again, and they began to talk about names, in general. Dr. Krupnik said that the funniest name he knew of was that of a new Harvard instructor in Economics: Weatherly Scarf.

Mrs. Krupnik said that Weatherly Scarf wasn’t as funny as the name of a model who had once posed for Life classes when she was an art student. The model had been named Felicity Brest.

Anastasia thought that neither of those names was as funny as the name that she was going to name their new baby in March. But she didn’t say that.

And no one said anything at all about the name Anastasia Perpetua Krupnik.

 

It was raining on Saturday, but Anastasia wore her best dress anyway, underneath her yellow slicker, and carried a large Lord and Taylor’s shopping bag, just in case she needed it for carrying the dispensation home.

She and Jennifer MacCauley walked along Brattle Street toward St. Cecilia’s Catholic Church.

“I never knew before that Catholics went to church on Saturday,” Anastasia said. “I thought only Jewish people did that.”

“Oh,” said Jennifer, “we’re not really going to church today. We go to church tomorrow, on Sunday. But on Saturday we go to confession. That’s where we’re going now, to confession.”

Anastasia looked at Jennifer and giggled. “Confession? That’s just for criminals, like when they’re in the police station and the cops talk to them for a long time, and maybe beat them up a little; then they finally confess.”

“Well, this is sort of the same thing, only there’s no police or anything, and they don’t put you in jail. You just go to the church and confess your sins.”

“I won’t have to do that part. Because I don’t have any sins.”

“You do too. Everybody does. They don’t have to be big sins, like murdering anybody.”

“I don’t have any little sins, either.”

“Liar. You told me you stole Mary Ellen Bailey’s cupcake out of her lunchbox last week.”

“A cupcake? That’s a sin?”

“Yeah.”

“If I’m a Catholic I have to confess about a cupcake?”

Jennifer nodded. “And also if you think bad thoughts about anyone.”

Anastasia stood very still for a moment on Brattle Street. “What if in bed at night I wish that Mrs. Westvessel would get a disease that would make pimples grow all over her face?”

Jennifer thought about that. “Yes,” she stated, finally. “That would be a sin, to wish that.”

“So I’d have to confess it?”

Jennifer nodded. They had started to walk again, and had almost reached St. Cecilia’s Church. It took up the entire next block, and had stained glass windows of people looking terribly sad, some of them with arrows sticking out of their stomachs.

“And,” said Jennifer, “you would have to say that you were sorry.”


  “Sorry?”


Jennifer nodded primly. “Most heartily sorry,” she said.

“Even if I’m not?”

Jennifer looked a little embarrassed. “Well,” she said, “if you’re a good Catholic, you really will be sorry.”

Anastasia stopped where she was, on the sidewalk near the corner. She looked at her Lord and Taylor’s shopping bag.

“Jennifer,” she said, “my bag has a rip in the bottom. I don’t think it’ll hold the dispensation well.”

Jennifer looked into the bag, at the small rip in the bottom. “Yeah,” she said doubtfully.

“So I think I’ll go on home.”

“Yeah,” said Jennifer. “I understand.”

 

“Mom?” called Anastasia, when she let herself into the apartment.

Her mother was in the room where she painted, standing in front of the easel with a long smear of pale yellow paint across the front of her shirt, right where the baby was beginning to make a small mound.

“Mmmmm?” answered her mother.

“Have you bought my wedding dress yet?”

“Nope. Not yet.” Mrs. Krupnik looked at her canvas carefully, and changed a tiny stroke of yellow with a narrow brush.

“Well, forget it,” said Anastasia. “I’ve changed my mind.”
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“I have fallen in love,” Anastasia told her parents one morning at breakfast. It made her feel a little shy to talk about it. But she felt that her parents ought to know.

Her father blew a ripple into his coffee thoughtfully. “You seem a little young for that,” he said.

“No, Myron,” said Anastasia’s mother. “She isn’t too young at all. I myself fell in love for the first time when I was ten.” She blushed a little.

“You did? With whom?” Anastasia’s father always knew the right time to say whom. Anastasia had not yet mastered that.

“His name was Edward Mark.” She blushed a little more.

“Edward Mark what?” asked Anastasia’s father. Both of them seemed to have forgotten Anastasia altogether.

“That was all. Mark was his last name.”

“Well, that’s ridiculous. How on earth could you have gotten involved with someone who had two first names?”

“Myron, I was not, as you so crudely put it, ‘involved.’ I was simply in love. It was platonic. Edward Mark and I played Monopoly together.”

That interested Anastasia. She happened to know that her mother was not a very good Monopoly player. “Did Edward Mark get into building hotels?” she asked.

“If you were going to get involved with a hotel magnate,” said Anastasia’s father, “why didn’t you make it Conrad Hilton?”

“I’m not going to talk about it any more,” said Mrs. Krupnik primly. “This is an unproductive conversation.” She began clearing the table.

Myron Krupnik sipped his coffee and looked at his watch.

“Well,” said Anastasia finally, “wouldn’t you like to know whom it is that I’m in love with?”

“Who,” said her father. “Use the nominative in that instance.”

“Who it is,” Anastasia corrected herself. “Who it is, is Washburn Cummings.”

“How on earth could you have gotten involved with someone who has two last names?” asked her mother grouchily. But she was talking to Anastasia’s father.

“Will you people please listen to me for a change? I am in love with Washburn Cummings. That’s important. Washburn Cummings is in the sixth grade. Washburn Cummings is African American. Is it going to bother you guys if I get involved with someone who is African American? And who is older than me?”

“Older than I,” corrected her father automatically.

“Older than I.”

Anastasia’s mother was standing by the sink. She very often made speeches while standing by the sink. “I don’t care if you get involved with someone who is African American, or in the sixth grade. I just don’t want you to get involved with someone who is insensitive, or who is wont to trespass on the inviolate memories of childhood in a way that is completely lacking in charity or compassion.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Anastasia. “Washburn Cummings doesn’t trespass on anything as far as I know. Once he got kicked out of the movies, though, for being loud and obnoxious.”

Neither of her parents said anything. They were glaring at each other.

“Well, listen, you guys,” said Anastasia. “Maybe we could talk about it later. I have to go to school now.”

She went to get her jacket. As she buttoned it up, she went back to the doorway of the kitchen. “Washburn Cummings,” she said, “is the same height as me. I mean, as I. But his hair is about two feet higher than that. So altogether, counting his hair, he is about as tall as you, Daddy.”

“That’s interesting,” said her father, who hadn’t really been listening.

“Edward Mark,” said her mother loudly, measuring out the words very carefully, “had the most beautiful head of golden curls I have ever seen in my life.”

“Well, that’s just terrific,” said Myron Krupnik, rubbing his hand over his own head, which had not had very much hair for a very long time. “I hope he’s had a wonderful career modeling for Breck shampoo.”

Anastasia walked to school, not at all certain that her parents had grasped the significance of being in love for the first time.

 

Washburn Cummings, in all honesty, did not even know that Anastasia existed.

But everyone at the J. Henry Bosler Elementary School knew about Washburn Cummings. On the day that he came to school wearing a T-shirt with an obscene saying printed across the front, and was sent home by the principal to change, Washburn Cummings made a quick trip around the J. Henry Bosler Elementary School, appearing briefly at the door of each classroom and opening his jacket to flash the T-shirt at the class. By the time that the principal heard he was doing it, Washburn Cummings had flashed every classroom down through the second grade and was already heading down the front steps, bouncing an imaginary basketball and wiggling his hips.

“Who was that?” asked Mrs. Westvessel with a puzzled look on her face, after Washburn Cummings had appeared in the door.

“That was Washburn Cummings,” said the whole class.

“And what was written on his shirt?” she asked.

No one answered. A few people giggled.

“Who are my speed readers here?” asked Mrs. Westvessel. “Mary Ellen Bailey? Robert Giannini? Someone must have been able to read that T-shirt.”

Mary Ellen Bailey blushed. Robert Giannini, who always carried a briefcase to school, went up to Mrs. Westvessel’s desk and whispered into her ear.

Mrs. Westvessel blushed. “Well,” she said. “Well. My goodness. Let’s take out our arithmetic books, class.”

On the way home from school, walking with Jennifer MacCauley, Anastasia wiggled her hips and bounced an invisible basketball.

“Anastasia,” said Jennifer. “That’s disgusting.”

“No, it isn’t. It’s just a thing you do to be cool. Anyway, I’ll tell you a secret. I’m in love with Washburn Cummings.”

Jennifer groaned. “How do you know? How can you tell when you’re in love?”

That was something that Anastasia had thought about a great deal. She had stood in the corner drugstore, reading a questionnaire called “Is it really love?” in Cosmopolitan until the pharmacist, Mr. Belden, had said, “Pay for it or close it up, girlie.” Short of money, overdrawn on her allowance, she had had to close it up; but she remembered some of the questions.

“You think about him all the time. You stop wanting to see other men. You . . .”

“You never see any other men anyway,” Jennifer interrupted.

“Quiet. He appears in your dreams, usually as a hero. You . . .”

Jennifer interrupted again. “Washburn Cummings appears in your dreams? As a hero?”

“Yeah. I dreamed the other night that I was lost. I was walking on Huron Avenue, and I couldn’t find my house anywhere. Then Washburn Cummings appeared, coming out from behind a tree, and offered to show me the way home.”

“Ha. Was he wiggling his rear?”

“No. He was being very kind. And he was wearing a cowboy hat.”

“Washburn Cummings’s hair wouldn’t fit under a cowboy hat.”

“Well, in my dream it did. Maybe he’d had a haircut. Let me finish about being in love. You find yourself wanting to fulfill his fantasies . . .”

“What are fantasies?”

“Imaginations.”

“Oh, great. What are Washburn Cummings’s imaginations, do you think?”

“Well, one time I saw him on the playground with a transistor radio, and he was just sitting there listening, with a happy look on his face.”

“To what? A Red Sox game?”

“No. It was Roberta Flack. I figure maybe he really likes Roberta Flack. I find myself wanting to fulfill his fantasy about Roberta Flack. I’m practicing singing.”

“You can’t sing. You didn’t even make Glee Club.”

“Only because she put me in the alto section, and in ‘This Land Is My Land’ we had to sing a different tune from the rest of you. I can’t do that. But I can sing a tune okay. Listen.”

They stopped on the corner, and softly, in her Roberta Flack voice, Anastasia sang, “‘The first time ever I kissed your lips . . .’”

Jennifer made a face. “The singing’s all right. But the thought of kissing Washburn Cummings is absolutely revolting.”

“That’s because you’re not in love with him. You wait, Jennifer. When you’re in love with someone, everything will seem different. You’ll want to kiss someone.”

“Not someone who acts as revolting as Washburn Cummings,” said Jennifer, and turned to go up her street. Anastasia bounced her invisible basketball all the way home, wondering how she could make Washburn Cummings notice her. Maybe Je Reviens perfume.

 

Hair. That’s what would do it, Anastasia decided. Obviously Washburn Cummings was interested in hair styles. He kept a comb tucked into his own hairdo all the time; on the playground, sometimes, she could see him take the comb out of its perch and rake it upward through his hair.

“I’m going to take a shower and wash my hair before I go to bed,” she called to her mother at 8:30 that night.

She used all of the shampoo, squeezing the last bright green globs from the bottom of the bottle. Then she combed her wet hair flat, down to the tops of her shoulders, looked at it in the mirror, wished that there were more of it, and braided it into as many skinny pigtails as she could. Fourteen soggy braids. When she went to bed it was like sleeping with her head on a complicated pile of twisted rope.

But it worked. In the morning she unbraided all the pigtails, combed it up instead of down, and looked into the mirror in amazement. It was as much like Washburn Cummings’s hair as shoulder-length bright yellow hair could possibly be. She squashed it into her blue knitted ski cap before she went in for breakfast.

“One might ask,” said her mother, “why you are wearing a ski hat to breakfast in November.”

“One might ask that,” said Anastasia, with her mouth full.

“One might also ask,” said her father, “why I am wearing socks that don’t match.” He held up his feet, carefully keeping his balance on the kitchen chair. One sock was dark blue; the other was dark brown. “It’s because I have no clean matching socks.”

“Gotta go,” said Anastasia, grabbing her jacket from the doorknob where it usually hung.

Outside, around the corner, she took the ski hat off. She found the comb that she had put in the pocket of her jeans, combed her hair up into the air again, and headed toward school—the long way so that she would pass Washburn Cummings’s house.

The timing was just right. Washburn Cummings came dribbling through his front door just as Anastasia was walking past.

“Hello,” she said, twitching her hips a little. She had practiced both the hello and the hips for quite a long time the night before.

Washburn Cummings stopped mid-dribble, stood still for a moment, and then tossed his invisible basketball with an absent-minded hook shot into a nearby tree.

“You stick your finger in a socket?” Washburn Cummings asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Your hair. You look like you electrocuted yourself.” He started to laugh. Often Anastasia’s parents had told her that there is laughing with someone, and there is laughing at someone, and one is okay but the other is not. Washburn Cummings was definitely, she realized, laughing at her, and it was not okay, and she began to have a very serious stomachache.

“Halloween was all over last month,” said Washburn Cummings, laughing. “It’s not cool to wear your monster costume after Halloween’s all finished. Noooot coooool.” He retrieved the basketball from the air somewhere, bounced it a few times on the sidewalk, wiggled his hips, and began to dribble his way toward school.

Anastasia decided that she could not go to school that day. Her stomach hurt too much. She stuffed her hairdo back into the ski hat and stopped at the drugstore on her way home to buy a new bottle of shampoo. It cost her entire week’s allowance. As she was leaving Belden’s Pharmacy, the new issue of Cosmopolitan caught her eye. “Love—or Hate? Sometimes It’s Hard to Tell,” it said on the cover.

“You open it, you buy it, girlie,” called Mr. Belden. He was watching her from the place where he measured out penicillin pills.

“Bug off, Mr. Belden,” muttered Anastasia. She took her shampoo and her stomachache home, took a shower, washed her hair, and went to bed for the rest of the day.

“Call me if you throw up,” said her mother. “I’ll be doing the laundry.”

But Anastasia didn’t feel like throwing up. She sat on her bed and wrote, “I hate Washburn Cummings” in her notebook forty-three times until her stomachache went away. Then she read the Boston Globe, and found an article that told of a government research project that had found the average life span of a love affair to be five months.

“Mine was only three weeks,” she thought. “But I’m young yet. And dumb. Dumb, dumb, dumb again.”
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“Why did you have to give me the name Anastasia? None of the other kids can spell it, so when they have to vote for somebody by secret ballot, nobody ever votes for me. Like when I was nominated for class secretary, only four people voted for me, and the other twenty-two voted for Mary Ellen Bailey.”

“The reason they didn’t vote for you is because the class secretary has to have good handwriting. And your handwriting looks like hieroglyphics,” said her father, looking up from the newspaper. “That time you tried to forge an absence excuse, you got caught right away, remember, because no parent—no adult, in fact—would get caught dead with handwriting like that.”

“No adult would get caught dead with a name like Anastasia,” Anastasia muttered, changing the subject back again, quickly, away from the handwriting and the absence excuse. “Why did you guys name me that?”

“Interesting question,” said her father. “Choosing names is a fascinating procedure. Have you picked a name for the baby yet, Anastasia? What thought process did you go through to choose one?”

Anastasia pretended she hadn’t heard his question. “If I didn’t have such a dumb name, maybe Washburn Cummings would have liked me better,” she said, even though the thought had not really occurred to her till that moment. But there was a possibility that it was true.

Her mother frowned and counted the stitches on her knitting needles. She was starting to make a baby sweater. “What’s wrong with it, really? I think it’s a lovely name.”

“You have to pay extra, for Pete’s sake, to have it stenciled on a T-shirt. There are too many letters. That’s one thing wrong with it.

“And another thing is that you can’t make a nickname out of it. A nickname that ends in i.” Anastasia glowered and picked some fuzz out of her belly button. She was sitting on the living room rug wearing last summer’s bikini. She had been practicing standing on her head, until she fell and knocked over a lamp. Now she had a serious headache.

Her father scrunched his nose. “A nickname that ends in i? What on earth are you talking about?”

Anastasia sighed, lay on her back, and began raising her legs slowly one at a time. It was an exercise that ballet dancers did. It hurt a lot.

“The girls in my class started a club,” she explained gloomily. “It’s called the ‘i Club’ and your name has to end in i. Everybody’s in it but me. Jenni and Becki and Traci and Cindi and Suzi and Luci and . . .”

“Good grief,” said her mother, and rolled her eyes upward. “Why would you want to belong to a club like that?”

“One. Because everybody’s in it but me. Two. Because they’re all getting T-shirts with their names on them.”

“Well, look,” said her father as he started in on the
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