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Dedication

James Cross Giblin

July 8, 1933–April 10, 2016

 

This book is dedicated to the memory of my beloved editor, mentor, and friend for over thirty years.

 

Thank you, Jim, for your patience, kindness, and generosity and for all you’ve taught me about writing—​and rewriting. I wish this were not the last of our joint efforts.
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[image: the letter A]LTHOUGH I DIDN’T REALIZE IT, my troubles began when we moved to Portman Street, and I became a student in the Pearce Academy for Girls, the finest school in the town of Mount Pleasant, according to Father. I was shy, maybe even a little timid, and I had no idea how to make friends. In my old town, there were three girls my age living in my neighborhood, and I didn’t remember making friends with them. We lived on the same street, and we were friends. It was as simple as that.

But no girls lived on my new street, so when I walked into class on a sunny September day, I didn’t know anyone. All I saw was a sea of white blouses, blue ties, and blue skirts. Row after row of them. I was too nervous to notice the faces, just the uniforms.

Miss Harrison introduced me. “Girls, it’s my pleasure to introduce Annie Browne, new to our school from the Fairfield Academy in Mount Holly. Please make her feel welcome in true Pearce fashion.”

I didn’t smile for fear no one would smile back. With my head down, I took my seat, folded my hands on my desktop, and stared at the stack of books Miss Harrison gave me. World Geography, the biggest and thickest, was on the bottom. Weighing it down were five more books—​Sixth-Grade Arithmetic, Adventures in Reading Book II, Grammar Handbook, United States History, and A Girl’s Treasury of Poetry, as well as a penmanship workbook.

Miss Harrison began the morning exercises with the Lord’s Prayer, but before we began the Pledge of Allegiance, she said, “Let us say a prayer for our boys overseas. May God bring them home safely from this terrible war.”

We bowed our heads, and I prayed especially hard for Uncle Paul, Mother’s brother who was in France fighting the Germans. The newspapers were full of dreadful stories of trenches and poison gas and bombs and battles. I worried every day about my uncle. I wished President Wilson had never declared war, but Father said it was our duty to save Europe from Germany. I was glad he was too old to be drafted.

After we pledged allegiance to the flag, we took our seats and Miss Harrison pulled down a large map of the world and quizzed us about the war. Tapping her pointer on northeast France, she asked what was happening there. I wasn’t sure, so I lowered my head and prayed she wouldn’t call on me.

Plenty of hands shot into the air. Miss Harrison looked around the room and said, “Rosie O’Malley. Stand up and tell us what you know.”

A red-haired girl in the back row got to her feet. She had so many freckles you could hardly see her skin.

She grinned at the girl who sat beside her. “That’s the Argonne Forest,” she told Miss Harrison. “We’re fighting a big battle there against the dirty rotten Huns.”

Miss Harrison frowned. “Correct on location, Rosie, but I’ve told you before not to use slang. In this class, we speak formal English. Please repeat your answer, using appropriate terminology.”

Rosie shrugged. “All right. We’re fighting the dirty Germans in the Argonne Forest, and I hope we kill every one of them.”

A low giggle spread through the room, and Miss Harrison frowned again. “Just answer, Rosie, without the adjective and your opinions.”

Rosie’s face turned as red as her hair. “We’re fighting the Germans in the Argonne Forest, but we all know they’re dirty Huns. That’s what everybody calls them. Huns, Krauts, Fritz, swine—​why can’t we say what they are?”

“You may use crude language when you are not in school, Rosie, but in this room you will speak formally. Please see me after school.”

Rolling up the map with a snap, Miss Harrison told us to open our arithmetic books. Instead of giggles, I heard soft moans. Whether it was sympathy for Rosie or dread of arithmetic, I couldn’t tell. Maybe both.

After a lesson on changing fractions to percentages, we diagrammed long complex sentences that used up a whole page in my notebook and took a spelling test. Not too hard; I only missed two words out of twenty—a solid B. Father would ask why I missed two, of course, but Mother would say there was nothing wrong with a B.

When Miss Harrison dismissed us for recess, I was happy to stretch my legs but worried about going outside to play with girls I didn’t know. I walked to the cloakroom slowly, hoping the others had already gotten their coats and rushed to the playground.

Only one girl remained. She had a pale, round face, and her blond hair was pulled tightly into French braids. She was taller than I was and heavier, not actually fat, but definitely not thin. When I reached for my sweater, she smiled at me, revealing a mouthful of the most crooked teeth I’d ever seen.

“My name is Elsie Schneider,” she said. “And we’re going to be friends, Annie Browne. I knew it when I saw you come through the door.”

She grabbed my hand. Her skin was cold and damp, and I wanted to snatch my hand away and wipe it on my skirt. But that would have been rude, so I let her hold it.

Elsie led me down the empty hall. “There’s lots you need to know about this school,” she said. “Things I wish somebody had told me when I started here last year.”

“It seems nice,” I said. “As far as schools go,” I added so she wouldn’t think I was a goody-goody.

“Nice?” Elsie laughed. “Just wait. You’ll see. The girls here are all conceited snobs. They’ve already chosen who they want for friends. They didn’t choose me, and they won’t choose you, either.”

She squeezed my hand so hard it hurt and added, “But that’s all right because we have each other.”

Pushing open a door, she stopped on the top step. Below us, the girls in our class played tag, jumped rope, and gathered in laughing groups.

Of all the girls, Rosie laughed the loudest and talked the most. She was like a toy wound up too tight. She swung high and ran fast, and everyone followed her, doing what she did, and calling “Rosie, wait.” “Rosie, I’ll share my cookies with you if you sit next to me at lunch.” “No, sit next to me, and I’ll give you my cupcake, devil’s food with chocolate icing.” “Rosie, come to the sweet shop after school, and I’ll buy you a peppermint stick.”

Rosie never said yes or no. She laughed and kept going as if she was waiting for the best offer.

Elsie made a face. “And that girl, Rosie O’Malley, is the worst one of all. You saw how rude she was to Miss Harrison. She’s absolutely awful. I hate her. Don’t you?”

“I don’t even know her.” In my eyes, Rosie was exciting, a girl who did things and had lots of friends. She was much more interesting than Elsie, but I certainly wasn’t ready to say that and risk losing the only friend I’d made so far.

“Do you want to play hopscotch or swing or anything?” I asked Elsie. It seemed to me some of the girls had noticed us standing apart. A few whispered among themselves, looked at Elsie and me, and laughed. I didn’t like being stared at. I checked to see if my sweater was buttoned crooked. Maybe a shoelace was untied. Maybe my hair had a tangle Mother hadn’t seen or I had jam on my mouth.

In answer to my question, Elsie shook her head. “All the swings are taken. And I hate hopscotch, don’t you? It’s almost as stupid as jump rope and jacks. Baby stuff, I think.”

“Hopscotch is okay. You know, if there’s nothing else to do.” Here I was again, trying not to offend her. Why couldn’t I speak up and say I loved hopscotch? Like jump rope and jacks, I was good at it. My friends at my old school called me the hopscotch queen.

Elsie took my hand again. “Let’s walk together, Annie.”

Conscious of being watched, I let her hold my hand and lead me down the steps. A group of girls thronged around us. Rosie grabbed Elsie’s and my linked hands and held them up to show everyone.

“Look,” she shouted. “Fat Elsie has a girlfriend!”

I snatched my hand away, but Rosie and everyone else laughed. One of Rosie’s friends gave Elsie a little shove and looked at Rosie to see if she was impressed.

“Better not make Fat Elsie mad,” Rosie sneered. “She’ll tell Miss Harrison.”

Someone began a chant, and the others took it up.

 


Tattletale

ate a snail,

threw it up in the garbage pail.



 

Elsie pulled me away. “Come on, Annie. Those girls aren’t worth a wooden nickel. Who cares what they say? Not me.”

Trying to ignore the other girls, I walked away with Elsie. Whether or not she cared, I cared.

Elsie pulled me closer. “I hate Rosie so much,” she hissed in my ear. “Someday I’ll get even with her. Just wait. You’ll see.”

Behind us, the other girls chanted our names and laughed. “Elsie and Annie sitting in a tree, fat and ugly as they can be.”

When the bell rang, I was more than ready to join the line waiting to go back to our classroom. On my first day at Pearce, I’d made one friend and twenty enemies.

Elsie and I took a place at the back of the line. Ahead of us, the other girls giggled and jostled one another until Miss Harrison pulled a whistle out of her coat pocket and blew a warning blast.

Immediately the line straightened and everyone stopped giggling. Two by two, we walked quietly inside and took our seats without a sound. Everyone, that is, except Elsie. She stopped at Miss Harrison’s desk and whispered a few words. Miss Harrison picked up her pencil and wrote something down.

“You may take your seat now, Elsie,” Miss Harrison said without looking up.

“Yes, ma’am.” Shooting a sly look at Rosie, Elsie sashayed to her seat and grinned at me. The dirty looks directed to Elsie shifted to me. The other girls were holding me to blame for whatever Elsie told Miss Harrison.

“Tattletale, ate a snail,” someone whispered behind me. My face burned with shame. I’d never tattled on anyone, not once in my whole life. I’d rather have had my tongue torn out than tell. It wasn’t fair to lump me with Elsie. Those girls didn’t even know me.

“Before we open our readers,” Miss Harrison said, “I must tell you that I expect you to exhibit the same good behavior on the playground as you do in the classroom. I will not tolerate name calling or teasing.”

What had Elsie told Miss Harrison? Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Rosie make a face at Elsie, carefully shielding herself from Miss Harrison’s watchful eye. Someone giggled. Miss Harrison looked at Rosie, who sat with her hands folded primly on her desk.

The rest of the day passed slowly. When the dismissal bell finally rang, my first thought was to escape from Elsie, but she was by my side before I had buttoned my sweater.

As we left the classroom, Elsie paused in the doorway to take a quick look at Rosie, who was standing at the blackboard, her back to us, writing, I will use proper language in school. Her handwriting sloped upward and her letters were poorly formed, but maybe that was because she was in a hurry to finish.

“I hope Miss Harrison makes her write it five hundred times,” Elsie whispered.

Miss Harrison had ears as sharp as her eyes. She gave Elsie and me an angry look, clearly warning us we’d be writing on the blackboard ourselves if we didn’t leave at once. Rosie turned her head and made a face at us both.

Once more, I was being blamed along with Elsie for things I hadn’t done.

As we walked down the school steps—​it was against the rules to run, according to Elsie—​she said, “You know what I think?”

I shook my head.

“Miss Harrison should make Rosie write it five thousand times and then erase it and tell her to start all over again, using her best handwriting instead of that scribble scrabble she’s doing.”

Elsie smiled with so much glee I turned my head away. How was I to escape from her?



  Two



  [image:  ]


 

 

[image: the letter W]HEN WE REACHED PORTMAN STREET, I said, “I live just around the corner.” Thinking I was rid of her at last, I started walking toward home, but to my disappointment, Elsie turned the corner with me.

“Do you live near here?” I crossed my fingers behind my back and hoped she’d say no.

“I live way across town, in the opposite direction.” She took my hand. “I thought we’d go to your house and play.”

I tried to think of a reason she couldn’t come home with me, but my mind was numb. So hand in hand, we walked up the front steps and went inside.

Mother was sitting on the couch reading a magazine. When she saw me, she smiled and got to her feet to give me a hug and a kiss. “How was school, darling?”

Before I could answer, Elsie said, “This awful girl named Rosie was mean to Annie. And the other girls ganged up on us. But Annie and I are best friends, and we don’t care what they say or do. We have each other.”

Mother looked at Elsie as if she hadn’t actually noticed her until she spoke up.

“This is Elsie Schneider,” I told her. “She’s in my class.”

Mother smiled at Elsie but immediately looked at me. With concern, she asked, “Whatever happened, Annie? You had plenty of friends in our old neighborhood.”

“Oh, but Mrs. Browne, you don’t know the girls at Pearce,” Elsie butted in again. “They’re mean and conceited, and they do everything Rosie says. They like who she likes and hate everybody else.”

Mother turned to me. “Should I speak to Miss Harrison about this?”

“No,” I said, “please don’t. You’ll just make it worse.”

“They already think we’re tattletales,” Elsie put in.

“I was about to fix hot chocolate.” Mother spoke as if a treat might make Elsie and me feel better. “Would you two like some?”

“Oh, yes,” Elsie said. “Do you have cookies? I love vanilla wafers.”

We followed Mother to the kitchen. “You have such a pretty house,” Elsie told Mother. “It’s so comfortable and cozy.”

“Why, thank you.” Mother smiled at Elsie. “Aren’t you sweet?”

Elsie glanced at me, obviously pleased that Mother liked her.

Mother warmed milk and melted chocolate in the double boiler. Elsie watched her add sugar and butter.

As soon as Mother set steaming mugs and a plate of vanilla wafers on the table, Elsie reached for a cookie and stuffed it into her mouth as if she thought someone might slap her hand. She burned her tongue because she gulped a mouthful of hot chocolate before it cooled enough to drink. I noticed Mother watching Elsie as if she was wondering whether all the girls at Pearce behaved this way. If so, perhaps someone should teach them table manners.

“Elsie,” Mother said, “if you eat too many cookies, you won’t have room for dinner.”

Elsie merely shrugged and took another cookie. With her mouth full, she said, “I warned you I love vanilla wafers.”

When not a crumb remained and all the hot chocolate was gone, Elsie asked if we could play in my room for a while.

As she followed me upstairs, she caressed the oak banister. “I love the way this wood feels,” she said. “It’s so smooth. No splinters or chipped paint like my house.”

I didn’t know what she expected me to say, so I pretended I hadn’t heard her.

At the door to my room, Elsie stopped and stared. “This is all yours? Everything in it? Oh, Annie, you are so lucky!”

Something in her voice made me feel ashamed. Did I have too much? I’d never thought about it before. My friends in my old neighborhood had rooms like mine, filled with toys and books. I guess I’d thought everyone did.

Elsie ran around my room, taking in every detail. She studied each room in my dollhouse. Mother and I had furnished it like a Victorian mansion. A family of china dolls lived in it, along with several servants.

“I wish I lived in a house just like this!” she exclaimed. “Fancy furniture, pretty wallpaper, velvet curtains.” As she spoke, she touched the tiny sofas and chairs and examined the miniature plates on the table. She picked up each doll and studied its clothing.

From the dollhouse, she moved to shelves of books, touching them on their spines as if she were taking inventory. She tried out the rocking chair Father had made for me when I was little. She picked up the dolls sitting on a shelf and examined each one. She looked out my window at our big backyard, sloping away to a line of trees. She studied the floral design on the wallpaper. She even opened the doors of the tall walnut wardrobe in the corner and flipped through my skirts and dresses and blouses.

Finally she sat down on my bed and gave a little bounce as if she was testing the mattress. “You are my best friend in the whole world,” she said. “What good times we’ll have playing here.”

I tried to smile, but my face felt as rigid as the oak banister she’d admired. She didn’t notice my silence. She picked up Edward Bear and squeezed his tummy to make him growl.

“What makes that noise?” She poked Edward’s belly harder. “We should cut him open and find out.”

I tried to snatch Edward away from her, but she moved out of my reach. “Give him to me,” I cried. “I’ve had him since I was a baby. I’d never ever hurt him.”

“That’s stupid. How can you hurt a toy? He’s just a stuffed animal with half his fur gone and one eye missing. Old and ugly and smelly.”

In disgust, she tossed Edward aside and grabbed Antoinette, my favorite doll. She laid her on her back and watched her eyes close. She sat her up and watched them open. Then she tipped her back and forth to hear her say “Mama.”

It sounded as if poor Antoinette were crying out for me to rescue her, but when I reached for her, Elsie hugged the doll. “Let me hold her for a while. You have so many dolls, and I don’t have any. Not even one.”

“Mama, Mama,” cried Antoinette.

I didn’t like the rough way Elsie handled Antoinette, but I let her hold her. It wouldn’t do to be selfish. “Be careful with her,” I whispered. “She’s fragile.”

“Don’t worry. I won’t hurt her.” Elsie hugged her tighter. “Mama,” cried the doll.

When was Elsie going home? She’d been here a long time. It was almost dark. I decided to give her a hint. “It’s nearly dinnertime,” I said. “Won’t your mother be worried about you?”

“Oh no, I can stay as long as I want.” She smiled at me. “Nobody cares where I am or when I come home. In fact they’d be happy if they never saw me again.”

I stared at her, shocked. “You don’t mean that, Elsie. Of course your parents care where you are.”

“Not everyone is as lucky as you, Annie.” Elsie’s voice rose. “Do you think I get hot chocolate and cookies when I come home from school? Do you think I have a room full of toys and books? Or a wardrobe of pretty dresses?”

Not knowing what to say, I bent my head and smoothed the pleats in my skirt. How could I know what Elsie had or didn’t have? I’d never even been to her house—​and if I had my way, I’d never go there or invite her here again.

Elsie leaned so close I felt her breath on my face. “I’d give anything to have a mother like yours. It’s not fair that you have so much and I have nothing!”

“But your mother—”

“You stupid goose, I don’t have a mother!”

“Everybody has a mother—”

“Not me,” Elsie yelled so loud spit came out of her mouth and hit me in the face. “My mother, my real mother, died when I was born. I never even saw her.”

I wanted to feel sorry for Elsie, I did feel sorry for her, but the way she was screaming scared me. If she kept it up, Mother would hear her and come running upstairs.

But she didn’t stop. She kept on yelling as if it were my fault I had a mother and she didn’t.

“It’s not fair Mama died. It’s not fair!” Suddenly she lowered her voice to a whisper. “Sometimes I hate Mama. If she hadn’t died, my father wouldn’t have married Hilda.”

She sat back and glared at me. “I bet you think I’m horrible, don’t you?”

Oh, yes, I thought, she is horrible. If only she’d leave, go away, never come back. I didn’t want to see her again, I didn’t want to be her friend. She’d said it herself—​she was truly horrible.

Keeping my feelings to myself for fear of making her even angrier, I asked if Hilda was her stepmother.

“What a dumb question,” Elsie said. “Didn’t I just say my father married her?”

Yes, of course, she had just said that, but she’d called her Hilda instead of Mother, or whatever you call a stepmother, and that confused me.

“Hilda’s the kind of stepmother you read about in fairy tales. She hates me, and I hate her. If she dared, she’d leave me in a forest to die like a babe in the wood.”

“But what about your father? He must—”

“Papa thinks it’s my fault Mama died. I killed her getting born.” She looked at me as if daring me to say something. Anything at all. No matter what it was, she’d get mad all over again.

When I didn’t say a word, Elsie turned her attention to Antoinette and began undressing her. I watched her pull at buttons and yank at my doll’s dress.

“Stop—​what are you doing? You’ll tear her clothes.” I reached for the doll, but Elsie kept me from rescuing her.

“I just want to see what she looks like naked.” Before I could stop her, Elsie took off my doll’s dress, petticoat, lace-trimmed bloomers, shoes, and stockings.

Her leather body and china limbs on display, poor Antoinette sprawled in Elsie’s lap. After examining the way the doll’s joints worked, Elsie turned her attention to Antoinette’s hair. “Is her wig made of real human hair or horsehair? It feels real—​maybe it came from a dead person. Did you ever think of that?”

I shook my head. “I’m sure it didn’t,” I said, hoping I was right.

“She has a big hole in the top of her head, doesn’t she?”

“Yes, it’s where the doll maker put in her eyes and her teeth and her tongue.” Suddenly I was worried. I reached again for my doll, but Elsie held her tightly.

“It’s hidden under her hair, right?” To my horror, Elsie tugged at Antoinette’s wig as if she meant to pull it off and examine the hole.

“Don’t, you’ll ruin her!” This time I grabbed Antoinette’s leg and pulled. Her leg came loose in my hand, and Elsie threw the doll at me.

“Selfish, take her!” she cried as Antoinette flew over my head and hit the wall with a shattering sound.

I leapt up and scooped Antoinette into my arms. Her face was cracked, and her eyes had fallen back into her head. “Mama,” she cried “Mama.”

“It’s your fault,” Elsie said. “If you hadn’t pulled her leg off, I wouldn’t have dropped her.”

“You didn’t drop her, you threw her!”

“Did not.”

“Did too!”

Just then Mother called us to come downstairs. Leaving poor Antoinette on the bed surrounded by her pretty clothes, I ran down the steps with Elsie right behind me.

“You better not tell,” she hissed in my ear. “You’ll be sorry if you do.”

“Elsie,” Mother said, “it’s dark out. How far away do you live?”

Sniffing the good smells of roast chicken and fresh baked rolls, Elsie said, “Annie invited me to stay for dinner.”

Before I could say I’d done no such thing, Mother frowned at me. “Oh, Annie, you should ask before you invite a guest to stay.” Turning to Elsie, she said, “I’m sorry, dear, but I don’t have enough food for a fourth person. Maybe another time.”

Elsie looked sad, but she said. “Oh, that’s all right, Mrs. Browne. It’s not your fault.” Here she gave me a sly look. “I guess I should go. It’s a long walk from here. But don’t worry about me. I’m not afraid of the dark.”

Taking her sweater from the stand in the hall, she prepared to leave, but Mother stopped her. “Wait a minute, Elsie,” she said. “My husband will be here soon. He’ll be glad to take you home.”

Sure enough, I heard Father’s car in the driveway. In a few moments, he opened the front door and stepped inside. He looked at Elsie and then turned to me. “Well, well,” he said. “I see you’ve made a friend already.”

Elsie took my hand and squeezed it hard enough to hurt but not enough for anyone but me to notice. “As soon as I saw Annie, I just knew we’d be best friends.”

She squeezed my hand again, and I smiled weakly. My parents didn’t seem to notice my lack of enthusiasm at Elsie’s proclamation.

“Elsie,” Mother said. “if you tell Mr. Browne where you live, he’ll drive you home.”

“You have a car?” Elsie looked at Mother as if she’d said Father had a chariot drawn by six white horses. “I’ve never ridden in a car. Papa says we can’t afford it, what with the war and all.”

“I’ll be happy to give you your first ride,” Father said in that gallant way of his.

Elsie clapped her hands. “Can Annie come with us?”

“Of course she can.” Neither Mother nor Father thought to ask if I wanted to go. Nor did I say I didn’t want to go.

Elsie grabbed my sweater and handed it to me. Coward that I was, I trudged outside behind her and my father. The night was cool, and an autumn wind sent fallen leaves scurrying down the street. I glanced back at the warm light shining out our windows. Why hadn’t I spoken up and said I’d stay at home?
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[image: the letter E]LSIE INSISTED ON SITTING in the back seat with me so we could talk while Father drove.

“Your parents are so nice,” she whispered. “I wish I could live with you. Do you think I could? You wouldn’t be an only child, and neither would I. We’d be sisters and share everything.”

Before I could stop myself, I said, “Are you crazy? Why would my parents adopt you? You’re not an orphan, and even if you were—”

“I knew you’d say that—​you don’t want to share anything, do you? Not your stupid doll or your ugly teddy bear or anything else. You’re a spoiled, selfish girl, and you’re lucky to have me for a friend.”

She sat back in the seat and stared out the window. For a few moments, she was silent. Then she turned away from the window and slid across the seat to my side. “Living at your house probably wouldn’t be any better than living at my house. I’d just have nicer things.”

“What do you mean?”

“How do your parents punish you?”

It was a strange question, but I answered anyway. “What all parents do, I guess. Mother scolds me, and Father has a talk with me about what I did and why I did it.”

“Liar,” Elsie said. “I bet your father whips you with his belt. And then he locks you in the basement and leaves you in the dark to think about it.”

I stared at Elsie in disbelief. “My father would never do anything like that.”

“Well, lucky, lucky you. It’s what my papa does.” She glared at me as if it were my fault she got beaten and I didn’t. “And Hilda doesn’t care. She never tries to stop him, even when I’m down on the floor begging and crying.”

“You must be making that up,” I whispered, shocked that she’d lie about her parents and scared she was telling the truth. “I can’t believe your father could be that mean.”

“Well, that’s why I want to live with you.” She grabbed my little finger and bent it back so far I winced in pain. “But if I can’t live with you, at least I can play at your house every day and be your best friend.”

With that, Elsie leaned over the seat to tap Father’s shoulder. “Turn at the next corner. My house is in the middle of the block.”

Father drove slowly down a street lined with narrow brick row houses. “Which one, Elsie?”

“This one.” She pinched my arm and said, “See you tomorrow, Annie. I can’t wait to play with your dollhouse.”

I rubbed my arm as I watched Elsie run up a few steps and open her front door. A man’s face looked down at her. His arm reached out and yanked her inside. Even from where I sat, I knew her father was angry. What if she’d told the truth? What if her father was whipping her right now?

It was too dreadful to think about. I climbed into the front seat beside Father. He smelled of pipe tobacco and hair cream, a special Father smell I loved. I liked the feel of his tweed overcoat and the way his hands held the steering wheel. Now that Elsie was gone, I felt safe.

“Well, she’s an odd little creature,” Father said.

“Yes, she is.” Odder than you know, I thought.

“She must like you very much to walk so far out of her way to see you.”

“I guess so.” I snuggled closer to him and took a deep breath of happiness. How lucky I was to have a father who’d never whip me or lock me in a cellar, no matter what I did. Not that I believed Elsie, of course. I already knew she was a liar.

When we were home, I ran up to my room and gathered Antoinette, her leg, and her torn and wrinkled clothing into a bundle. Cradling her in my arms, I wept over her as if she were a dead child, a child I’d killed without meaning to.

“It’s my fault,” I told her poor cracked face. “I should never have let Elsie hold you.”

“Mama,” Antoinette said.

I opened her little trunk, the one she’d come in one Christmas, and laid her among her silk dresses and
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