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1

The Yellow House on New Dollar Street

The way Mama could peel apples! A few turns of the knife and there the apple was, all skinned! Jane could not take her eyes from her mother’s hands. They had a way of doing things, peeling apples, sprinkling salt, counting pennies, that fascinated her. Jane sighed. Her mother’s peelings fell off in lovely long curls, while, for the life of her, Jane couldn’t do any better than these thick little chunks which she popped into her mouth. Moreover, it took her as long to peel one apple as for Mama to do five or six. Would she ever get so she could do as well?



“There,” said Mama, “that’s finished.” She set the blue-and-white kettle of apples on the stove. She sprinkled sugar and cinnamon on the apples with the same deft fingers. Jane sat with her elbows on the kitchen table and her chin cupped in her hands, watching her mother and considering vaguely what to do next. Upstairs she could hear Sylvie saying her lines and saying her lines. She was going to be Cinderella in the play at the Town Hall. Joey had gone bicycling up Shingle Hill with Chet Pudge, and Rufus was probably playing marbles down there at the end of New Dollar Street, waiting for him to come home.
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There wasn’t anyone to play with, so Jane picked up her doll, Hildegarde, stuck her in her knitting bag, and went out the back door.

All the fruit trees in the yard looked inviting to Jane. She had half a mind to climb the old apple tree, sit in one of its forks, and do some knitting. But first she would go and see if Rufus or Joey were in sight. She skipped round the house, out the gate, and climbed onto the fat old hitching post in front. She looked up New Dollar Street and down 
New Dollar Street for a sign of Joey or Rufus. But neither was in sight.
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New Dollar Street was shaped like a bow. That is, it was not a straight street put out by a measuring rod. It had a gentle curve in it like one half of a parenthesis, the first half. Exactly halfway down New Dollar Street was the yellow house where the Moffats, of whom Jane was the next to the youngest, lived.



Jane clanked her feet against the hollow hitching post. For the hundredth time she was thinking that the yellow house was the best house to be living in in the whole block because it was the only house from which you could see all the way to both corners. You could see every inch of the way down New Dollar Street to Elm Street, where the trolley ran. When Mama went to town for provisions, you could see her when she got off the trolley, arms laden with bundles and surely a bag of peanuts among them, and run to meet her. In the other direction you could see every inch of the way to Wood Street, along which the railroad tracks ran like a river. For hours on end the Moffats liked to sit on the fat old hitching post and count the cars in the freight trains as they galumphed along. Eighty-eight was the most so far.

No. From no other house on the street could you see both corners. For instance, right next door to the Moffats’ house on one side was Mrs. Squire’s house. Mrs. Squire had no children. Did that make her like the Moffats? Not at all, and she watched them suspiciously. She never would let them or anyone else sit on her fence, though it was a heavy wire one with a flat board along the top, excellent for sitting on, whereas the Moffats’ fence, a picket one, naturally was not. Once, however, when Jane had seen Mrs. Squire go out she had sat on the forbidden fence and she had observed that if Mrs. Squire had ever wanted to sit there, she would be able to see all the way to Elm 
Street, where the trolleys ran, but she wouldn’t be able to see the other end of the street, where the railroad tracks were. Not possibly.

Next door to the Moffats’ house on the other side was an empty lot. This lot was filled with small mounds of charred and broken bricks, all that was left of a splendid red brick house that used to stand there. The Moffats called it the Brick Lot. It must have been a terrific fire when the brick house burned down, but that was years ago, before Rufus was born even—and now dandelions and daisies grew between the bricks. As for the cellar, even that was filled in a long time ago, and nothing was left of it save a brick fireplace where the Moffats sometimes played at being Druids. But Jane figured that even if there were a house standing in the Brick Lot, its occupants would not be able to see both Elm Street and Wood Street. Only Wood Street.

“See, now, how lucky you are to be living in this yellow house?” said Jane to Hildegarde.

Today was a warm day in late summer. The sky was a rich blue and a slight breeze stirred in the lilac bushes at the side of the house. Jane had that feeling of something good about to happen.

“Come,” she said suddenly to her doll. “We’ll look at things the upside-down way.” She jumped off the post, stooped down, and looked at the yellow house from between her legs, upside down. It was wonderful to look at 
things from between her legs, upside down. Everything had a different look altogether, a much cleaner, brighter look.
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Now she looked between her legs at this yellow house where she and Mama, Sylvie, Joey, and Rufus had lived ever since Rufus, who was the littlest—just five and a half, in fact—was a tiny baby. Jane could just barely remember the day they had all moved into this house from the white one across the street. She could just barely remember wheeling her doll carriage across the street to the new house, for she had been only three years old at the time. Now she was nine.

Joey, who was twelve, and Sylvie, who was fifteen, remembered plenty about the old house, of course. Why, 
they could even remember Papa, who died when Rufus was just a tiny baby, just before they moved to this yellow house.

Jane swung around on her head and toes and looked at the houses across the street from this upside-down position. She made the doll Hildegarde do the same. Peter Frost’s house looked spruce and neat and the lawn well-tended. Right-side-up the house was shabby and needed paint.

That Peter Frost! If he didn’t stop tormenting her and the others . . .

A drawling voice at the gate interrupted her thoughts and brought her to her feet.

“Is this where the Moffats live?”
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“Yes . . .” said Jane.

“Then this is the house I want.”

Jane recognized the newcomer. It was Mr. Baxter, the odd-jobs man in the town of Cranbury. He was a tall, thin-whiskered man who wore square spectacles over his pale blue eyes. He worked here and there cutting hedges and lawns, doing a little carpentering or a little shingling. Jane eyed him curiously as he entered the yard. She didn’t think the roof was leaking again. Mending the tin roof was the only thing that Mama ever hired the odd-jobs man for. Why else should she with four able-bodied children of all ages?

Jane’s curiosity turned to amazement when she saw Mr. Baxter march across the lawn, right up to the front of the yellow house. He took hammer and nails from his overall pocket and a sign from under his arm. He placed some nails in his mouth, held the sign against the house with his left hand, and started to nail it on with his right.

The sign read:

 


FOR SALE

INQUIRE OF DR. WITTY

101 ELM STREET



 

Jane was horror-struck. The yellow house for sale! She clutched Hildegarde tightly to her, whispering fiercely, “It’s not. It’s not.” Oh, why didn’t Mama come out and set things right? But supposing even Mama couldn’t do anything about this! For Sale! The horrible sign! Mean, mean Mr. Baxter with his hammering! What right did he have?

A bicycle bell rang six times and Jane felt relieved as she recognized Joey’s signal. She was glad that at least she would have company. Joe whizzed through the gate with Rufus on his handlebars. He put his brake on suddenly and his tires churned up the dirt. He balanced with one foot on the ground and the other on the pedal. He looked in astonishment at the sight of Mr. Baxter nailing a sign on his house. “Hey, what’s the matter?” his eyes asked Jane’s.

Rufus, sensing adventure, leaped off the handlebars, went up to Mr. Baxter, and said right out, “What’s the matter, Mister?”

Rufus couldn’t read yet and thought all signs on houses meant measles or scarlet fever.

Sylvie’s head appeared in the window upstairs.

“What’s all that hammering?” she said. “I can’t remember my lines with that noise . . . Hey, what’s the matter?” she said, catching sight of the odd-jobs man. She didn’t wait for an answer but ran down the stairs and out the front door with a bang, calling Mama as she did so.

Goodness, what was the matter? Mama wondered. Was there an airplane in the sky? A fire? Or just the ice-cream-sandwich man? Anyway, she rushed from the house, snatching off her blue-checked apron and hopping up and down in her efforts not to step on Catherine-the-cat, who leaped behind her and under her feet and all around her.
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The four Moffats and Mama all stood in a circle. They all looked up at the sign. The children wondered what Mama would do.

“Did Dr. Witty tell you to nail that sign on our house?” she asked the odd-jobs man.

Mr. Baxter gave a final blow to the last nail. He took the rest of the nails out of his mouth and put them and the hammer into his back overall pocket. Then he replied, “Yup. He did.”

“Why hasn’t he told me anything about this?” said Mama. “We have lived here so long. This is quite a shock. I must go and see him right away.”

“Times are bad, ma’am,” said Mr. Baxter, nodding his head slowly up and down. “I suppose he figgers he’s got to sell. Needs the cash—mebbe.”

“Yes, times are bad,” agreed Mama.

“Well, good-bye,” said the odd-jobs man.

“Good-bye,” said Mama. She went indoors and put on her hat with the blue violets that matched her eyes, and her black cotton gloves. Mama was the only housewife on New Dollar Street who put on her hat and gloves even when she was only going down to Elm Street. She said that was because she had been born and brought up in New York City.

“I won’t be gone long,” she said. “Sylvie, stir the applesauce once in a while. It’s nearly cooked. Behave yourselves.”

Rufus shinned up the hitching post to watch her all the 
way down New Dollar Street to Elm Street, where Dr. Witty lived. Then a freight train came along and he turned his attention to Wood Street. He counted the cars, hoping this time he would know what came after twenty.

Sylvie ran inside to stir the applesauce and Joey turned his bicycle upside down. He spun the wheels around and around to make sure the tires were perfect. Jane sat down on the green grass in front of the lilac bush to do a few rows of knitting. But she couldn’t keep her mind on her work. Her eyes kept straying to that sign. For Sale! She stared at the sign and she stared at the yellow house. She stared so hard she had to blink. The sign made the house strange and unfamiliar. It was like looking a long time at Mama’s face and thinking, This is Mama; looking and looking and thinking, Who is Mama? And the longer she’d look at Mama’s face, the stranger and more unfamiliar it would seem to her until she’d just have to rush to her, bury her face in her apron, and feel, This is Mama.

Now the yellow house with its For Sale sign on it was like that. Janey looked and looked at the house and it just wasn’t the Moffats’ own yellow house anymore. She rolled up her knitting, stuck Hildegarde under her arm, and ran into the house. Perhaps here, indoors, away from that sign, the yellow house would be the yellow house again. She stood for a moment in the sitting room, where the little potbellied stove that kept them warm in the wintertime was now standing cold and empty. There were the familiar 
pictures on the wall: one picture of a country girl leading home the cows; another of the big velvet-clad lady whose soft gaze followed Janey’s eyes no matter what part of the room Janey went into.

Next Jane marched into the spicy-smelling kitchen. She answered Catherine-the-cat’s suspicious glare with an impertinent grimace. Upstairs she could hear Sylvie saying her lines and saying her lines again. Did the sign really matter?
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She ran into the Grape Room and hung her knitting bag around Madame’s black satin shoulders. Madame was not a real person. Madame was a bust. She served as a model 
for Mama when the ladies Mama sewed for could not come to try on. Madame was built in perfect proportions. She was wonderful! She could impersonate anyone. One day she could impersonate Mrs. Shoemaker, who was so big around, and the next, Miss Nippon, who, as Mama said, was so like a stovepipe. With the help of Madame, Mama was easily able to maintain her position as the finest dressmaker in the town of Cranbury.

Jane looked around the room. There was the yellow plush couch near the window, the same couch on which she had had German measles every Good Friday and Easter for three years in succession. There was the wallpaper with its pattern of bunches and bunches of dark purple grapes that she counted every time she was sick.

“Maybe no one will have the money to buy the house,” Jane whispered softly to Hildegarde. “You must remember these are hard times.”

She sat the doll on the yellow plush couch. She herself knelt for a moment in the old morris chair by the window which looked out on the Brick Lot. Even now, in broad daylight, tears of suspense popped into her eyes as she thought of the scary stories she and the other Moffats made up about the Brick Lot. And suddenly all the warmth and familiarity of the yellow house came back to her with a rush.

“Pooh! What’s a sign?” she said. She jumped up. Why, the yellow house was still the yellow house even with a sign on it. The sign didn’t change it. It meant no more than 
when she, Janey, dressed up in Mama’s dresses and high-heeled shoes. She was still Janey, she was still Janey. And the yellow house was still the yellow house, she thought in a burst of relief. “For Sale” wasn’t “Sold.” She ran through the front spare bedroom, back into the sitting room, and out the front door. There was Mama coming back up the street. Janey and Rufus ran to meet her.
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“What did he say, Mama?” they asked.

“Well,” Mama replied, “he said he just has to sell this house. He has to because times are bad and he needs some money. My, I wish we could buy it,” sighed Mama. “But we just can’t, so that’s that. Anyway, very few people are buying houses right now. So we will just forget about that old sign until Dr. Witty actually does sell the house to someone.”

So Janey and Rufus and all the other Moffats set about 
forgetting the sign on the yellow house. At first it was hard though, because every time they came in and every time they went out, there it was:

 


FOR SALE

INQUIRE OF DR. WITTY

101 ELM STREET
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2

Jane and the Chief of Police

At one end of New Dollar Street were the railroad tracks. At the other end, where the trolley ran, was the house of Chief Mulligan, Chief of Police. The yellow house where the Moffats lived was sandwiched between these two exciting points. The lawn in front of Chief Mulligan’s house was always the best tended on the street and the two small mulberry trees on each side of the stoop were always well trimmed. They were two soldiers, chests thrust out sternly, on guard day and night for the Chief of Police.

When Jane went past this house, she was careful not to step off the sidewalk onto the lawn even one little inch. 
She tried to remember always to walk, never to run, lest the Chief of Police take her for a thief running from the scene of her latest crime. But she never walked too slowly lest she be arrested for loitering. If Joe and Rufus were with her she made them do the same. She warned Joe not to ride his bicycle on the sidewalk at that end of the street and not to ring his bell within several feet of the Mulligans’ house. The Chief of Police might not like it.

Rufus had made a scooter out of an old roller skate and a soapbox. Jane told him not to ride it on Chief Mulligan’s sidewalk on warm days when the tar was soft and he might leave tracks. Once when Chief Mulligan’s new sidewalk had just been laid, she had been horrified to see Rufus just swirling around and around on his heel, making a deep hole in it. Chief Mulligan’s new sidewalk! She had packed it down the best she could. Then she had run home for a little flour to sprinkle on it in order to hide all traces. Yes—and she had tried to show Rufus what a great risk he was running, doing such a thing.

If she saw Chief Mulligan himself come striding up the street, shoulders back, stomach out, stick swinging to the rhythm of his firm steps, she trembled and wondered what she should do. Should she walk past him in silence, stepping politely aside for him? Or should she just nod her head in a casual, friendly way? Or perhaps it would be better still to give him a polite “How-do, Chief Mulligan.”

To tell the truth, Jane was rather reluctant to speak to him out and out. For although she knew very well who he 



was, it was not at all likely that he knew who she was, and he might arrest her for being bold. If she did not speak at all, however, might he not think she was pretending she did not know him? That she was attempting to slip past him unseen because of a guilty conscience for some past crime?
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At last, however, she had decided that the best and safest course to pursue was the casual, friendly little nod of the head. She’d seen Mama do this occasionally to people she did not know very well. But this little nod did not come naturally to Jane and required some practice before the mirror. Unfortunately, one day when she had experimented on Chief Mulligan with the pleasant little nod, Rufus, coming up the street from the other direction, had asked her why for goodness’ sakes she was bobbing her head around in that foolish fashion and making faces at the Chief of Police? Happily Chief Mulligan had seemed not to notice her at all.

But one day, a few weeks after the For Sale sign was nailed on the yellow house, something happened that brought this whole business about the policeman to a head. Janey was trying to balance herself on Joey’s stilts. She was leaning against the house, eating a handful of sunflower seeds. She spat the shells as far as she could, trying to better her distance with each shell. At the same time she experienced a slight feeling of satisfaction in realizing that on Joey’s stilts she was tall enough to blot out the For Sale sign. So far two people had already come to look at the yellow house. But they were very strange people. One 
had objected to living next door to a Brick Lot! The other had said that the whole place was too run-down.

Now, as Janey put the last sunflower seed into her mouth, her attention was attracted by a new and totally unfamiliar figure walking up New Dollar Street. Obviously he was a person of great dignity. The gentleman held his head, which seemed extremely small in comparison with his stomach, tipped very far back. He wore a derby hat and he carried a cane. Never had such a person been seen on New Dollar Street. Unquestionably he was a person of the highest importance. Who knows? A mayor perhaps? A millionaire? He must have a lot of money in his pocket. He must be coming to buy the yellow house.

Jane spat out the last sunflower seed shell viciously. She spread her arms straight out across the For Sale sign. She was sure not one bit of the lettering still showed. But she held her breath as this elegant person came marching along the picket fence.

“How do you do, little girl?” he said. He tipped his derby hat and nodded his head with much courtesy. Janey was too amazed to return his greeting. He must know her and he must be coming to the yellow house. But no. He reached the gate and marched right past it. And Janey noticed that he spoke in the same way to Mrs. Squire, who was weeding her garden, and to Chet Pudge, who was spinning his top on the Pudges’ white sidewalk.
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Jane jumped off the stilts and ran after the man. She felt a sudden surge of happiness to know that this stranger had not come
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