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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.)
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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
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