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To Colin





PROLOGUE



 



THE DREAM



Whenever the pain let up for a few seconds she fell back into the dream. It was always there, reliable, sustaining, her best friend, the deepest truth she knew. The dream had shaped her life, defining who she was by what she wanted.


The pain began again and she struggled for breath, for control. She had no drugs or technological aids to cushion her against the agony; her only resource was her own mind. She focused all her concentration, all her willpower, on recalling the dream and how happy it had made her.





PART ONE



 



THE DOLL AND THE BOOK





Loneliness drove her to create an imaginary object of worship. This sublimation of her need of love she named Corambé, and for many years this glorified being was her constant companion. When she began to write, it was Corambé who composed her stories – she merely heard and recorded the words he spoke.





–Marie Jenney Howe on George Sand


Agnes Grey had a new doll, a present from her mother. It was what she had always wanted. Nothing had ever made her so happy.


The doll was almost as big as a real baby, and it was warm, and soft, and cuddly. It had the sweetest face she had ever seen. As she gazed lovingly into its big blue eyes she suddenly realized, with a warm thrill of excitement, that the doll was looking back at her. The eyes were real. The doll was real. And then it spoke.


Agnes woke, the sound of the doll’s words still ringing in the quiet air of her bedroom. Wanting to reenter the dream, she kept her eyes closed and concentrated on the warm, golden glow of happiness she had felt while holding the doll. In a moment, she would feel its welcome weight in her arms and understand what it was saying to her. But reality was too strong. Instead of the doll’s voice she heard the central heating blowing warm dry air through the ceiling vent, and felt the sunlight which sifted through the Venetian blinds onto her arms and eyelids. She was sweating beneath the covers, so she kicked her legs until the quilt slipped off the bed like a sulky cat. Then she sat up and looked around, hoping that the dream was true, a memory instead of a fantasy, and everything would be changed.


But as she looked around her familiar, cluttered room, none of the toys on the shelves looked back at her.


Everything was the same as when she had gone to bed the night before: the same furniture, the brightly painted pictures taped to pale blue walls, the string of valentines. She had missed Valentine’s Day, home with bronchitis all week, but her best friend Leslie had brought her valentines by yesterday, and her sisters had stapled them all to a length of red ribbon and hung them from the ceiling above her bed. She counted them again, and found there were still twenty-two: one from everyone in her class, plus the big one at the bottom which her grandparents had sent.


She coughed experimentally, wondering if she was well enough to go back to school yet. She couldn’t remember what day it was, but the silence of the house and the heat of the sun made her think it must be late. She got up.


The twins’ room was empty, their beds unmade, clothes strewn on the floor. She walked in, lured by the forbidden, and went straight to the record player. She picked the top record off the stack of paper-cased singles beside it and read the title, her lips moving: ‘The Lion Sleeps Tonight.’ The Tokens. She could almost hear Rozzy screaming at her to put it down. She wished Leslie was with her, to give her the courage to play it, but Leslie was at school. She replaced the record carefully on the stack, exactly as before, and then, to erase her presence, walked backward out of the room.


She felt suddenly tearful with boredom. The day stretched ahead of her, long, dull, predictable and slow.


Her mother was usually very good for the first day or two of one of her daughters’ illness, willing to play games and create small treats, but she’d been totally fed up yesterday – she’d retired to her bed with a sick headache as soon as her husband came home – so Agnes knew she couldn’t expect any special attention from her today. She’d be on her own with coloring books and a daytime television diet of game shows and soap operas. A lump rose in her throat at the idea of her own loneliness. She shut her eyes, crossed her fingers, and wished with all her might that something different would happen today. Then she went downstairs.


The radio was playing in the kitchen; she could hear ‘Moon River’ as she came down the stairs. Last year’s most popular record, more like an atmosphere than a song. Leslie’s mother would put it on the hi-fi sometimes when Leslie’s dad got home, a signal that it was time for cocktails and grownup conversations and children to disappear. The music made her think of a smell, something sweetish and unpleasant, like when the grown-ups had been drinking. It made her feel stifled and bored. The idea of growing up into someone who would listen to ‘Moon River’ on purpose felt vaguely threatening. She could not imagine herself changing so much, no matter how large she grew.


‘Moon River’ was abruptly cut off, replaced by the flickering blurred sounds of other stations, and then by Sam Cooke singing ‘Twistin’ the Night Away.’


Agnes was filled with a mysterious, half-fearful joy. Who had changed the station? Her mother would never choose rock ’n’ roll over Henry Mancini; she could be scathing about the twins’ taste in music. And drifting through the air with the music was the smell of burning cigarette – something her mother had given up four years ago. She remembered her wish, and crossed her fingers again before she walked into the kitchen.


Sitting at the table, reading a paperback book, with the radio, a pack of cigarettes and a cup of coffee within easy reach, was Aunt Marjorie.


Marjorie’s visits were never announced and never for long. Although nothing was ever said – indeed, her parents rarely mentioned Marjorie’s name in her presence – Agnes knew her father didn’t like his wife’s twin sister, and she wasn’t sure her mother did, either. The air of something forbidden clung to Marjorie like a personal scent. She was wildly unpredictable and deeply mysterious in her comings and goings. She was artistic, unmarried, without a job or fixed address. Her origins were in rural East Texas, but she preferred to stay in London, New York, San Francisco or Paris. Exotic words and places peppered her conversation. Often Agnes didn’t know what she was talking about, but she rarely asked, too appreciative of being spoken to as an adult to risk spoiling the moment. She relished the sound of Marjorie’s voice, clipped and rapid, with an accent that sounded almost English. It was very different from her sister’s drawling Texas twang.


Now Agnes shrieked with delight and rushed to hug and kiss her aunt, greedily inhaling her smell, a combination of Joy perfume, cigarettes and coffee.


‘Mind my cigarette! That’s enough now, you little rascal – you’ll crush me.’


She let go at once, although reluctantly. Her aunt never hugged her, didn’t like being touched, disapproved even more than her more maternal sister of ‘clinging’ children.


‘How long are you here for?’


‘What sort of question is that? I’ve just arrived, and you want rid of me?’


‘Nooo! I want you to stay forever!’


‘Nothing lasts forever. I’m here now; can’t you enjoy that without asking for more?’


Agnes wanted to please her aunt by agreeing, but she couldn’t. Already, her pleasure was souring, turning desperate. It was always that way. She didn’t understand why it happened, why she couldn’t be happy with what she was given, but Marjorie’s presence always made her greedy for more. Showing her need made Marjorie withdraw, which made Agnes feel even more needy, and she couldn’t seem to learn to hide what she felt. ‘Why don’t you ever spend the night? Why do you always go? You could sleep on the roll-away bed in my room with me. Please.’


Marjorie regarded her steadily out of blue eyes so much like her mother’s, so unmistakably not. ‘Don’t think I don’t appreciate the invitation, but … Your father wouldn’t like it. Or your mother.’


This was so unarguably true that Agnes couldn’t say a word. She must have looked miserable, though, because Marjorie gave her an unexpectedly gentle smile. ‘I’m here now, sweetie. Enjoy. Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth.’


‘What does that mean?’


‘There’s a saying in Spanish which roughly translates to “I give you a hug, and you ask for a squeeze!” It means to be grateful for what you’ve got. If you keep pushing and questioning and asking for more you’re just setting yourself up for unhappiness. Which is silly, because it’s so unnecessary. It’s very easy to be happy. You can have whatever you wish for – as long as you accept the consequences.’ She turned her head slightly to exhale a plume of smoke, and then stubbed out her cigarette.


‘What would you wish for?’


‘Oh, I’ve already had my wish.’


‘Do you only get one?’


Her aunt considered. ‘Not necessarily. You can have as many as you like, as long as they aren’t contradictory.’


‘What’s that?’


‘Mutually exclusive. Two things that are so different they can’t both exist at the same time. Like your mother. She wanted a family, wanted it more than anything. And she got it. She met your father, married him, had the twins, had you – but instead of being content with that she’s gone on wishing she’d taken the other path she used to dream about. I suppose if she really was an actress now she’d be regretting the children she never had, and drinking too much or popping pills to soothe the loneliness. She got what she wished for but instead of being happy she keeps on looking that gift horse in the mouth, and dreaming about a career she is simply never going to have. She only makes a fool of herself, trailing around to every open call at the Alley.’


Agnes felt the slow, poisonous seep of guilt that came with any mention of her mother’s thwarted career. She could have been, should have been, an actress, and would have been if she hadn’t met and fallen head-over-heels in love with Mike Grey. Her children had heard that story often enough from their mother. And it wasn’t the twins who had truly settled their mother’s fate – she had been so young when they were born, only nineteen, she would still have been young enough to embark on a stage career after they’d started school. Except that by the time the twins were at school all day, baby Agnes was on the way, putting an end to her mother’s career plans. But the dream had not died, and every now and then Mary Grey would vanish to attend an audition, sometimes at the Alley Theatre, sometimes for a movie being shot in the area. There weren’t that many opportunities in Houston for an actress, particularly an inexperienced hopeful now past thirty, but Mary Grey built her hopes up around every single one. Her husband seemed indifferent, resigned to Mary’s little hobby, the twins were sarcastic and embarrassed by their mother’s fantasies of an acting career, but for Agnes each attempt and each failure felt like her own fault. She wanted her mother to be happy, she wanted to be absolved from the blame of ruining her mother’s life, yet she was terrified of the great changes that would follow if Mary ever got a job. It would be bearable if she landed a role in a production at the Alley, but what if she became a movie star? What if she had to move to Hollywood? Would her father leave his job, would they leave their house and friends and life that they knew here, or would Mary abandon them? She suffered her fears in silence, there was no one she could confess them to; only Leslie, her best friend, knew, and Leslie thought it would be ‘neat’ to have a mother who was a star like Doris Day or I Love Lucy or Beaver Cleaver’s mother – ‘Of course your mom won’t leave you. You’d all move to Hollywood and meet all those famous people. Maybe the Beaver would be your next-door neighbor!’


‘Did my mom go to an audition today? Is that where she is now?’ asked Agnes.


Marjorie gave a loose shoulder-roll of a shrug and picked a pill of wool off her black sweater. Although physically identical to Mary, she inhabited her body in a different way. All her gestures were easier, more relaxed; she didn’t sit or stand as straight. Mary was a fastidious, fashionable dresser concerned with every detail and matching accessory, but Marjorie’s wardrobe appeared to be limited to black sweaters, mannish white shirts, plain black skirts or chinos. She always wore flat-heeled shoes which made her seem shorter than her elegantly turned-out sister.


‘There’s a Hollywood scout visiting Houston this week. Mary read about it in Maxine Messenger’s column and there was no stopping her. Your mother doesn’t seem to realize that it’s not about acting talent – we’re talking about a Hollywood talent scout, not Lee Strasberg, and to those guys talent equates with sex appeal. Pardon my French.’


‘What?’


‘He’s not looking for actresses, he’s looking for starlets. Pretty, sexy young things. Your mother might have qualified back in 1949, but she’s thirty-two now, and that’s way too old for the meat market. Sure she’s kept her figure and she looks really good for what she is, but what she is ain’t a starlet. But try to tell her that. Easier just to let her go, say, sure, I’ll look after Nessie for you.’


She felt a tingle when her aunt smiled and called her Nessie, she felt like someone different. Agnes didn’t like her name, and ‘Aggie,’ which was the name Leslie and the other kids at school used for her, was no better. It sounded like someone gagging. Her father sometimes called her Nes or Nessie, but her mother didn’t like nicknames and said that Agnes was a lovely name. It meant ‘pure.’


‘I wish,’ she began impulsively, but her aunt cut her off.


‘Be careful what you wish for. You might get it.’


Her tone was so sharp, as if Agnes was in real danger. She felt a thrill, and everything was bright and clear around her. Maybe this was it, at last, the moment like those in the stories she loved, when the fairy appears and wishes are granted. Maybe Marjorie was a fairy, or a good witch, able to work magic. It would explain so much that was mysterious about her.


‘Will I really get what I wish for?’


‘That’s what I said.’


‘I mean right now, if I wish.’


‘If you really want it.’


‘I do.’ She thought of her dream, the way it had made her feel, how happy she had been. ‘I’d wish for my dream to come true.’


Marjorie smiled. ‘Of course you would. What is it?’


‘I had a doll that was really alive. I was so happy, I felt so good, just looking at it. It was looking back at me, and it was just about to talk – it said something, I can’t remember what, but it could really talk!’ She stopped, frustrated by her inability to describe what was so important about the dream. It wasn’t just the doll, or what it could do – in fact, she found it hard to remember what the doll had looked like, exactly. The special thing was the way the doll had made her feel. It was the feeling she wanted to describe to her aunt, the feeling she wanted to recapture. The important thing about the dream – she realized it now more clearly than before – was that moment when she and the doll had looked at each other, the closeness that had linked them just by looking, even before the doll spoke.


Despite her feeling of frustration, she saw that Marjorie was nodding, as if she understood exactly. She had a serious, intent expression on her face. ‘I had a doll just like that when I was little.’


Magic charged the air like electricity. ‘You did? Really? Exactly like in my dream?’ Agnes stared in awe at her aunt, but Marjorie seemed to be looking inward, and did not meet her gaze.


‘Mmmm. I called him my pillow friend, because I kept him beside me on my pillow, and that was when he talked to me, at night in bed. He told me the most wonderful stories.’ She smiled to herself and turned aside to light another cigarette.


Agnes felt as if her heart would break with longing. ‘I wish – I wish I had a pillow friend!’


Marjorie took a long drag on her cigarette and said nothing. They were both silent, listening to the sound of Agnes’ wish rising to wherever wishes were granted.


‘Aunt Marjorie?’


‘Yes?’


‘Did you get what you wished for?’


‘Of course.’


‘What was it?’


‘The only thing that matters. A life of my own.’


‘But – everybody has a life.’


‘Ah, but not everybody has their own life. How many people do you know who can actually live as they want to, do what they want to do when they want to do it?’


‘Grown-ups do.’


‘It looks like that to you. Do you really think your daddy likes his job so much that he goes into the office every day because he wants to? Don’t you think he might rather spend more of his time traveling and reading; haven’t you heard him say how much he’d like to live near the water and have a boat?’


Agnes felt a little wobbly. She knew her mother was unhappy, but her dad, too? Despite her fear that her mother might run off to Hollywood, given half a chance, she had never imagined the possibility that her father might leave them—


‘Hey, don’t look like that! Your dad’s happy enough – he made his choice, he got what he wished for, and he doesn’t complain. Everybody has some regrets, including me … Christ, me and my big mouth! I keep forgetting you’re just a kid. Which reminds me. You haven’t had your breakfast. Your mother would shoot me, letting you starve. What do you want? Eggs? French toast? My special pancakes?’


‘What about my wish?’


‘Hmmm?’


‘When do I get it? When does it come true?’


‘Oh.’ Marjorie pursed her lips. ‘Well, when do wishes most often come true? You have a birthday coming up soon, don’t you?’


‘Not until May. I’ll be seven in May.’


Her aunt smiled her mysterious smile. ‘Well, May sounds like a very good month for wishes to come true.’


The Greys lived in a two-story wood house on a corner lot on Rosemary Street, in a subdivision of Houston called Oak Shadows. When it was built, in the early 1950s, Oak Shadows was on the edge of the city, but Houston was booming, and by the time Agnes started school her neighborhood was considered a very desirable, central location. It was a quiet, residential enclave, the homes in their green, tree-shaded yards set well back from the street, with sidewalks for roller-skating, and little traffic to threaten the bicycle-riding children. The adults were all agreed that it was a good place to live, the ideal setting for a happy childhood.


For Agnes’ seventh birthday on May 23 the weather was clear, hot and humid, as it had been all week. She went to school in the morning wearing her new red and white birthday dress with the flounced petticoat underneath. It was too heavy for the weather, but it would have been unthinkable to wear anything other than her birthday dress on her birthday. It was looking a little limp and bedraggled by the late afternoon, but she was still buzzing with excitement.


Her mother had tied red balloons and paper streamers to the branches of the big pecan tree behind the house and pushed the picnic table, covered with a festive cloth, beneath it. A pile of presents waited for her at one end of the table, and her mother was in the kitchen putting the finishing touches to her birthday dinner as Agnes ran between the front and backyard, watching for the rest of the guests to arrive, despite pleas from her father to sit still.


It wasn’t a large party, just the family, her father’s parents who had come up for the day from Beaumont, and Leslie and her parents. When Leslie’s family arrived, Mary Grey emerged from the kitchen with a pitcher of drinks and began directing the others to carry trays of food outside. ‘We might as well start with the cake, before our little birthday girl explodes.’


‘Mom,’ said Agnes urgently. ‘Mom, not yet. Marjorie’s not here!’


Her mother’s beautiful, made-up face tightened. ‘We can’t wait on her, I told you, she probably won’t come.’


‘Did you send her an invitation?’ Agnes had nagged her mother on this subject for weeks.


‘Of course I did. But I haven’t heard back. It might not have reached her. She could be anywhere. You know what she’s like. She turns up when she feels like it. Family birthday parties aren’t really her scene. If we have to wait on her, we could all starve.’


Agnes hadn’t seen Marjorie since February, and not a day had passed without thoughts of her, the wish, the dream, the doll. She was certain she would get the doll for her birthday, and had imagined that Marjorie would bring it. But Marjorie had never said so, and there were other ways for wishes to come true. She did want to open her presents, so she shrugged and nodded at her mother, and let Leslie link arms with her and pull her away.


After the singing of ‘Happy Birthday,’ as the flashbulb in her grandfather’s camera popped, she blew out all seven candles with a single breath. Now she had to get her wish. She looked at the pile of presents and wondered which one held the doll.


Leslie pinched her. ‘Go on.’


‘Which one should I open first?’


‘Mine, of course. I’m your best friend.’ She pushed forward a tiny, pink-wrapped box which turned out to contain a round locket on a golden chain, just like the one Leslie wore, which was in turn just like the one Hayley Mills wore in Pollyanna, their favorite movie.


‘Oh, boy! It’s just what I wanted!’


‘I know. I was afraid you were going to steal mine, that’s why I got you one. Ha ha just kidding.’


Her sisters both gave her books: Charlotte’s Web from Rosamund, and A Child’s Garden of Verses from Clarissa. The other gifts included a piano for the dollhouse, a Snoopy beach bag and towel, a jigsaw puzzle, a box of pencils, and bubble bath. Finally there was only one package left, the one she had been saving. It was obviously ‘the big one,’ but it looked too big for her heart’s desire.


‘Well, what are you waiting for? There’s still one left,’ said her mother. Her cheeks were flushed, her lipstick faded, and she was fanning herself with a Japanese paper fan.


‘Maybe she’s had enough presents for today,’ said her father. ‘You going to save that one for tomorrow? Or maybe you want to give it to somebody else?’ He leaned across the table as if he would take it from her, and she tore the paper off in one jerky motion, and lifted the lid of a plain white box to see what was inside.


Dead blue eyes in a hard pink plastic face glared at her, the finger of one hand pointed accusingly. Her chest went tight with shock.


All around her the others were making noises of awe and delight. A flashbulb popped.


‘She talks,’ said her father, his face gone soft and round in a big grin. ‘Pick her up; let’s hear what she has to say.’


When she still didn’t move, Leslie reached past her and picked the thing up out of its box, speaking self-importantly: ‘I know how it works; I saw it on TV. There’s a ring at the back of her neck that you can pull. Look, want me to show you?’


There was a whirring sound and then an eerie, wavering voice declared, ‘I like you.’


‘What’d she say?’ demanded one of the twins.


‘“I wike you,”’ replied the other, and they both hooted.


‘Please brush my hair.’ The whirring sound of the ring-pull. ‘I wike you.’ Whirring sound. ‘Will you be my friend?’


Agnes screamed.


Everyone went quiet. Leslie pushed the doll into her arms. The horrible closeness with the dead, plastic body, her recollection of that ghastly, robotic voice grinding on, was more than she could bear, and she hurled it savagely to the ground.


There was a reproving gasp from her grandmother. Leslie giggled. ‘Leslie,’ said Leslie’s mother sharply.


‘I’m sorry,’ Leslie muttered.


‘Honey, what’s wrong?’


It was her father who asked, but she looked at her mother when she replied, at her mother who stopped fanning and turned a disapproving face away from her awkward daughter.


‘It’s not real! That’s not what I meant! I want a doll that really talks!’


‘This doll talks,’ said her father. ‘At least, it does if you haven’t broken it.’


‘It does not! It just says things, like a record. That’s not talking. If I say something, it can’t answer me back!’


‘I’d call that an improvement,’ said her father. Then he sighed. ‘Look, Nessie, you’re a big girl, you know dolls can’t really talk. Maybe by the time you’re grown up the scientists will give us walking, talking robots, but for now that’s as good as it gets. It honestly is. I asked in the store, and although there are a couple of other, cheaper talking dolls, this is the very best one.’


‘It’s not, it’s not, it’s not!’ Still her mother would not look at her, move, or reply, and she burst into howling tears. ‘I want the real one! I don’t want that thing!’


And so her seventh birthday ended with Agnes in disgrace, banished to her bedroom without her dinner, without even a chance to taste her cake. She fell across her bed and wept until she fell asleep.


When she woke up it was dark outside, the lamp was on, and her mother was standing beside the bed with a tray. ‘Here, you’d better have something to eat and then get undressed and go to bed.’


She sat up, feeling dazed and uncomfortable. She rubbed her arms where the elastic on the puffed sleeves had cut into the flesh, then pulled up her skirt to scratch her legs.


‘Stop that.’


‘Huh? It itches.’


‘It’s not meant to be slept in. You’ve probably ruined it, like you ruined your own party.’


Tears sprang to her eyes but she kept her gaze down and went on stubbornly scratching at her thighs.


Her mother set the tray down on the little table with a jarring clatter and seized her wrist. ‘I said, stop it. Get your clothes off, go on.’


‘I can’t help it if I itch.’


‘No, but you can help scratching. Now get that dress off before you completely destroy it, and get your pajamas on.’


‘Can’t I have a bath first?’


‘No you may not. Do you know what time it is? You just get into your pj’s and eat your dinner and then go straight to bed. And if you don’t hurry up you can forget about eating.’


Sullenly, she did as she was told, and then sat down at the table and looked at the tray her mother had prepared. There was a ham sandwich surrounded by small mounds of coleslaw, potato salad and beans, a glass of milk and a slice of birthday cake, but what caught her attention was a package about the size of her new pencil box, wrapped in shiny green paper with a purple ribbon. ‘What’s that?’


‘That’s your present from Marjorie.’


‘Oh! Is she here?’


‘No. You missed her.’ Her mother sounded grimly pleased. ‘You were having a temper tantrum, and she didn’t have time to stick around until you decided to behave. But she left you that present. If it’d been me, I’d’ve taken it back.’


‘Can I open it now?’


‘You can do what you like. It’s yours.’


She could hardly breathe, she was so excited. Her earlier disappointment and fury were forgotten as she opened the last present.


Inside the paper, inside the box, something was swathed like a tiny mummy in strips of soft white tissue paper. Gently, patiently, she peeled away each layer until the doll was revealed.


Her first, instinctive response, quickly suppressed, was disappointment. It wasn’t anything like the doll in her dream. But because it came from Marjorie, because this must be the pillow friend, the answer to her wish, she could not be disappointed, only surprised by how far reality diverged from her fantasy.


It was neither a baby nor a girl like her other dolls, but a small, old-fashioned gentleman in a painted black suit. He was about five inches tall, bigger than the dolls in the dollhouse but much smaller than Barbie. He was made of something hard and breakable – porcelain, she thought, or china, like some of the ornaments on her grandparents’ what-not shelves which she knew to handle with care. But this was different from an ornament, because the arms and legs moved. His face and hair, like his clothes, were painted on.


‘I can’t believe she gave you that.’


Something in her mother’s voice made her shoulders hunch and her hand close protectively around the doll.


‘That’s not a toy, it’s an antique. It’s valuable, too valuable for you to play with. Give it to me and—’


‘No.’


‘What did I hear you say?’


‘It’s mine. She gave it to me.’


‘Of course it’s yours. I know that. I want to put it somewhere safe for you, and look after it until you’re old enough to appreciate it.’


‘I am old enough now. That’s why she gave him to me.’


‘She gave it to you because she has no sense, she has no idea what children are like. She doesn’t realize that you’ll treat it like any other plaything. That’s not an ordinary doll.’


‘I know.’ Excitement surged up in her. ‘Marjorie told me about him.’


‘Then you know he’s not for you to play with. You’ll thank me for this later, when you’re older. Now, give him to me.’


She shrank back from her mother’s reaching hand. ‘No, no, I’ll take really really good care of him. I know what to do. Marjorie told me. He’s the pillow friend.’


All at once the remote expression came over her mother’s face, that deliberate blankness and distance she always dreaded.


‘Well, if you know best, you know best, I guess. I’m only your mother. Don’t come crying to me when you break it, or lose it, as I’m sure you will. Just don’t come crying to me.’


She watched, confused and dismayed, as her mother left the room, hating to see her go, hating the feeling of dread her words instilled, yearning to call her back, yet knowing that there was no point unless she was prepared to give up the pillow friend. And she couldn’t do that. She had made a wish and it had been granted. Now she had to accept the consequences.


Agnes had been alone in her room often enough, sent there by her mother when she’d been bad, or because it was time for bed, but this time, for the first time, she was not really alone. A thrill of pleasure ran through her. She’d gotten her wish, she had a pillow friend, she would never have to be alone again.


For once in her life she felt no desire to delay bedtime. She ate her cake and drank the milk but nothing else. As she munched her way through the sweet cake she held the little doll in one hand and stared at the tiny, painted face, at the bright blue eyes and rosebud mouth beneath a mustache as fine as an eyelash. When she had finished the cake she knew his name. Very carefully, aware of how monstrous her huge, wet lips must seem to someone so small and delicate, she kissed his cold, smooth face and said it out loud: ‘Myles.’


She put him on her pillow with a handkerchief laid over him, and then she put out the light and climbed happily into bed. What a difference it made to have someone, her pillow friend, close beside her in the dark! Having to go to bed alone had always seemed so unfair. Her mother had her father, and the twins had each other, but she was always the odd one out. Now, finally, she had someone, too, and the pleasure of his presence was so calming and satisfying that she fell asleep before she ever heard him speak.


The next day she dumped all the pencils out of her new pencil case and lined it with a green silk scarf her mother had given her. Myles would be safe from accidents there, and with the pencil box fitted snugly into the bottom of her school bag, she could take him everywhere. When she showed him to Leslie, in the playground before the bell rang, she could see her friend was not impressed.


‘Oh, neat,’ she said, unenthusiastically. Then, ‘Too bad he isn’t big enough to be Barbie’s boyfriend.’


The idea made her bristle. ‘I couldn’t play Barbies with Myles.’


‘Why not? What’s so special about him?’


She was used to telling Leslie everything, but just then Mindy came along, making secret sharing impossible.


‘That’s a funny-looking doll,’ said Mindy.


‘It’s not an ordinary doll,’ she said coolly. ‘It’s a valuable antique.’


‘Oooh, neat-oh.’


The bell rang then and, as she was settling Myles back into his box, Mindy linked arms with Leslie and walked with her into the building. She fussed over Myles longer than was necessary, forbidding herself to look after them, trying not to feel betrayed.


Agnes and Leslie had been best friends forever, paired off at the dawn of time by their mothers, who had plonked them down in a playpen together when they were too young to do more than stare at each other. They lived only four houses apart, their parents belonged to the same country club, and there were no other girls their own age in the immediate area. From the time they were allowed to walk down the street alone they’d been in and out of each other’s houses, almost as much together as if they’d been sisters. After they started school, friendship had become a major issue. All the little girls were obsessed with the hierarchies of likes and dislikes, and Leslie and Agnes slipped into the routine as if born to it. Degrees of closeness had to be denned, and the superiority of their own bond continually asserted and confirmed as they rated other girls as ‘second-best,’ ‘third-best’ or ‘just’ friends. Yet even though these conversations always came to the same triumphant conclusion, exalting their own relationship above all others, they left Agnes feeling dissatisfied. If they were really so important to each other, and understood each other so well, why did they have to keep talking about it? Rosamund and Clarissa never said anything about how close they were – why should they, when they communicated so well without words? And Agnes knew, even though her mother seldom mentioned Marjorie’s name, that her mother and her aunt were as close as two people could possibly be. But she said nothing of this to Leslie. Her friend would only take it as a criticism of herself, and Agnes didn’t mean it that way.


She couldn’t help resenting Mindy, and feeling that Leslie really should have pulled away and waited for her, but the thought of the inevitable long discussion she’d have to have with her friend later, yet again dissecting and discussing both their friendship and Leslie’s feelings for Mindy, made her tired. There ought to be a way of just knowing someone, of looking into their eyes and understanding, without words, the way it had been in her dream of the doll.


She stroked Myles with her forefinger, gazing at him wistfully for a long moment before she put him back into the pencil box and went into her classroom.


As she waited that night for Myles to speak to her she began to feel that maybe he was waiting for her to do something first. She wondered if there was a magic word which Marjorie had forgotten to tell her.


‘I know you can talk,’ she said. ‘Marjorie told me so. She told me you used to tell her stories at night. It’s okay, you can tell me stories now.’


But he didn’t. She knew that he could, if he would, because he wasn’t like any other doll. She could feel his life, a dormant vitality, even though he never moved. Why was he refusing to speak? She wondered if she had done something wrong. When her mother refused to speak to her, it was because Agnes had offended her. But what wrong could she have done to Myles in the short time she had known him?


‘Is it your name?’ she asked. ‘Did I choose the wrong name for you? Marjorie didn’t tell me. Myles seemed right, but – how’m I supposed to know what to call you if you won’t tell me? Please talk to me – please, tell me your name. Tell me what’s wrong!’


The thin strip of yellow light marking the boundary of her dark bedroom suddenly expanded as the door was opened. ‘Agnes? Did I hear you say something?’


She shut her eyes tight and kept very still. After a little while the door closed, but she kept quiet a little longer in case her mother was still listening.


Finally she picked the doll off her pillow and held him suspended just above her. The white blur of his face in the darkness was like a tiny, distant moon to her nearsighted eyes.


‘Who are you?’ she whispered. When he did not reply, she drew him down close enough to feel the hot breath of her words as she spoke. ‘You’re Myles, and you’re mine. Marjorie gave you to me, so you’re my pillow friend now and you have to talk to me, okay?’ His silence continued. The small figure never moved as her hand closed more tightly around the fragile body, squeezing it harder and harder until abruptly, furious and ashamed, she opened her fingers and closed her eyes and felt him fall, bouncing off the side of her face, then slithering down the pillow to come to rest half on her neck, half off, still unspeaking. She closed her eyes on tears.


Eventually she fell asleep, but it was not the deep, easy sleep she was used to. Instead, it was as if she continued to listen for Myles even as she slept, as if her awareness of his presence in the bed was too strong, too vital to relax. She woke several times believing that she had felt him move, that he was about to creep away from her in the dark.


In the morning, for one heart-stopping moment she thought he had gone because he was no longer beside her head on the pillow. She jumped up and pulled the covers all the way back and found him about halfway down the bed. She stared at him for a little while before she picked him up, wondering if he had traveled that far on his own, or if she had pushed him away in her sleep.


Despite her mother’s cautions and her own feelings about his difference from other dolls, she tried once to play with him, introducing him into the dollhouse one afternoon after school.


The dollhouse had been built by her father. He had also made one for the twins before she was born, but this was his masterpiece. It had a hinged front, and he had designed it to look like their own house. The resemblance was closest from the outside, when the front was closed – a shingled, gray, two-story wooden house with white shutters and a white front door – because although the floor plan was the same inside, with kitchen, utility room, hall, living room, and den downstairs, three bedrooms and two bathrooms upstairs, the furnishings were different. It was both familiar and strange.


Myles dwarfed the family who lived in the dollhouse, and looked awkward in conjunction with most of the furniture, although he was not actually too big for the space. She put him in the kitchen, her favorite room, thinking he would be better there because the wooden table and chairs, a recent acquisition to replace the pink plastic set she’d had at first, were actually too large for the dollhouse family. She’d been right about the new furniture being his size, and the feast which was spread out on the tabletop – the loaf of bread, the bowl of fruit, the plate of pink meat – were all just about in proportion. But when she sat him on a chair he looked all wrong with his legs thrust out before him (they had not been made to bend). It was obvious that he did not belong, so horribly obvious that she was ashamed of herself for having put him there. In her haste to remove him she knocked some of the little dishes off the table and left them there, where the sight of them, the next time she played with the house, would recall her shame and the feeling of frustrated sadness she had carried away with Myles.


School ended and summer vacation began. She continued to sleep badly, and Myles continued to keep his silence, but still she hoped and waited for the night he would reveal himself to her for what he really was.


The days were bright and mercilessly hot. Agnes’ mother, or Leslie’s, took them swimming at the country club three or four mornings a week. Apart from those mornings in the pool, or the weekly visit to the library, she liked the evenings best. Her father was teaching her to ride a bicycle, and sometimes the twins would include her in running and hiding games, imaginative variants on hide-and-seek which they’d invented and taught to all the children in the neighborhood. The cooler evenings, in the couple of hours of light between dinner and bedtime, provided time for her best games with Leslie, when they became explorers, or pirates, or spies, riding their bicycles or climbing trees.


One long afternoon they worked at the table in her bedroom creating a wonderful map, with a coded rating system, of all the climbable trees in the four blocks that comprised their immediate neighborhood. The pecan tree in her backyard was pretty good, but they both agreed that the best tree of all was the huge old oak on the corner at the other end of the street, in Mr. and Mrs. Darwin’s front yard. The Darwins were an elderly, childless couple, but they were the friendly natives who never objected to having their yard taken over and used as a playground. Rosamund and Clarissa had given up climbing trees as being too childish shortly before becoming, officially, teenagers. If that was the kind of deal you had to make to become a teenager, Agnes thought it was definitely not worth it. She was pretty sure that she and Leslie were the only children who played in that tree now. There was a hollow in a branch near the top which they called their ‘cubbyhole,’ and they left treasures and messages in it which no one else had ever found.


There were also things to do indoors, during the heat of the day. Often she played with Leslie, but, for the first time this summer, Agnes found herself wanting to spend more time on her own. Myles wasn’t the only thing she couldn’t share with her friend – there were also books. Agnes had fallen in love with reading, but Leslie couldn’t understand why anyone would want to sit quietly with a book outside of school. It puzzled and hurt her that Agnes would rather read than play with her. One day that hurt came spilling out.


They had been at Leslie’s house all morning, playing with dolls, and then outside in the inflated wading pool, with the hose and the Slip ’n’ Slide, splashing and shrieking and scooting along on their stomachs through the wetness. Leslie’s mother, Jane-Ann, had given them lunch, and after lunch they’d been sent off to Leslie’s room with instructions to stay there and play quietly for at least an hour, so Jane-Ann could have a rest.


‘Maybe I should go home?’


‘No, you can’t go home. Let’s play games. We can play Candyland.’


So they had played Candyland and Go Fish and Old Maid and Beetle, and all the time Agnes had been fretting, impatient to get away, her mind wandering off to the stack of library books waiting for her at home. She had read the first one last night, but the others called to her, tempting, tantalizing, each one different, exciting, new. The one she wanted to read next was called My Favorite Age. She had peeked at the first page that morning and was in a tingle of excitement trying to imagine what would happen next. She had expected to go home for lunch, after which it would have been easy to curl up in the big leather chair in her father’s den, surrounded by his books, and lose herself in the undiscovered pleasures of a new library book.


‘Aggie, will you just play right?’ Leslie threw down her cards and Agnes stared at her in astonishment. She was crying.


‘What’s the matter?’


‘I don’t know! You don’t want to play with me, I don’t know why. Aren’t we best friends anymore?’


‘Of course we are!’


‘Then why don’t you tell me things like you used to? Why don’t you tell me the truth about him? Why don’t you ever let me hear him talk?’ She gestured at Myles, on the floor, and Agnes reached down without thinking to cover him with her hand.


‘What do you mean?’


‘Do you think I’m stupid? You told me what your aunt said about her pillow friend, and then for your birthday she gives you that doll. It was her doll, wasn’t it? Well, it’s obvious. You carry it around with you all the time, it must be special, but you don’t play with it. So what is it with that doll that you won’t tell me?’


Although Leslie left pauses for her to speak, Agnes was unable to say anything. She had not told Leslie anything about Myles, because there was nothing to tell. It had been nearly two months now since her birthday, and Myles had still not spoken, or moved, or given her the slightest sign that he was the special, magic doll she still longed to believe in. She continued to hope, and always kept him near her, to be ready for the magical moment, but her faith was getting a little wobbly.


She had not meant to keep a secret from her best friend; she had only been waiting until there was something to tell, something to share. She couldn’t share her doubts; she was afraid that as soon as she voiced them, they would become the truth, and Myles would become ordinary. Aunt Marjorie would be revealed as just another grown-up who told stories to credulous children – stories Leslie would have been too smart to swallow.


But now she had to say something. ‘He is special. It’s just, it’s hard to explain why, he just is. I know he is. I wasn’t keeping that a secret from you. It’s – it’s just – well, there’s not that much to tell.’


‘Does he talk to you?’


‘Sometimes.’ The lie was out before she had time to think. ‘Sometimes, late at night, when we’re in bed, just before I go to sleep, he’ll tell me a story or something.’


‘Neat!’ Leslie’s blue eyes were round and shining; the faintly freckled skin of her face fairly glowed as she leaned forward, drinking in the story. ‘Like what, can you tell me one?’


‘Maybe … not right now. It’s hard to remember all the details, you know, after a few days.’


‘Next time he tells you a story will you tell me?’


Agnes nodded.


‘Promise.’


‘Yes, I promise. Leslie, I wasn’t trying to be mean, or anything, not saying anything before, I just didn’t think you were interested.’


‘Well, of course I’m interested! Geeze, Louise! Honestly! Some people’s children!’ They laughed at the phrase which was their own adaptation of a frequent exclamation of Leslie’s mother, and they were close again, closer than before, despite the guilt Agnes felt about her lie, a guilt that was worse for knowing she could never, ever confess it.


They played happily together for the rest of the afternoon, and when it was time to go home – her mother had called to say that dinner would be on the table in five minutes – Leslie walked her halfway. At the halfway point (which had been instituted at their mothers’ insistence, to keep them from walking endlessly back and forth with each other) Leslie asked, ‘Could I keep him tonight?’


It was like something cold and hard sticking halfway down her throat, like swallowing a cube of ice. She looked at her friend’s eager, pleading, loving face and knew she could not deny her. They had always shared everything. Even Leslie’s most valuable possession, the square-cut emerald ring she’d inherited from her grandmother, too large to wear, had been in Agnes’ pocket, and her jewelry box, for a day and a night despite the fact that Leslie was strictly forbidden to take it out of the house. Although Myles, too, was valuable, Agnes was under no such prohibition, as her friend knew perfectly well. Selfishness was her only reason for wanting to say no, and selfishness was not allowed between best friends.


‘He probably won’t talk to you. He doesn’t always talk, and …’


‘Oh, I know. That’s okay. He’s your pillow friend, I wouldn’t expect him to talk to me, but can’t I borrow him anyway? Just for tonight? Please?’


Silently, painfully, she handed the doll to her friend, who received him with reverent gentleness. ‘Oh, thank you. I’ll be so, so careful. I’m sure he’ll tell you that I was when you see him again tomorrow. Bye-eee!’


Agnes had thought she would lie awake for a long time that night, and she did. What she had not thought, had not even considered, was how comfortable she was, alone in her bed for the first time in over two months. For once she didn’t have to strain to listen, didn’t have to examine her own behavior for whatever she might be doing wrong, didn’t have to struggle to go on hoping and feel her hopes dashed again. She fell asleep, surprisingly at peace.


‘He talked to me!’


Agnes looked at the little doll which Leslie had thrust into her hand and the familiar painted face stared coldly back. They were in Leslie’s room, and as soon as Agnes had come in, Leslie had bounced over to her and dropped her bomb. She looked from Myles’ ungiving face to her friend’s lively, excited eyes, searching desperately for a tease, not daring to display disbelief.


‘Really?’


‘It was so neat!’


‘What did he say?’


‘He told me a story. It was just like you said! I can’t remember it exactly, but it was really exciting. It was about us, you and me, finding a treasure – jewels and everything, buried under a bush. We put them in the cubby so the grownups-wouldn’t take them away from us.’


It numbed her, this betrayal. Unless, she thought, Leslie was pretending, or had dreamed it – but that was something she did not dare to hint at, or Leslie would suspect that she had lied. ‘Neat. Um, look, I can’t stay, I have to go now, my mom’s taking me to the library.’


‘I’ll walk you halfway. Just wait for me to get dressed.’


‘No, I really have to go. I told my mom I’d run straight back.’


‘You going to come over later?’


‘Probably.’


‘You’re not mad at me?’


‘For what?’


‘I don’t know. Maybe something about … Myles? I know he’s yours, and it was really nice of you to let me borrow him.’


‘I’m not mad.’ She knew she had no right to feel so murderously hurt. She was jealous, of course, but who was she mad at? It wasn’t Leslie’s fault if Myles had spoken to her … ‘I’m just in a hurry. I’ll see you later.’


‘Alligator.’


‘After while, crocodile.’


Halfway home, clutching Myles in one sweaty hand, she stopped to have another look at him. He looked the same as ever, like a cold, dead, antique doll. But she knew that wasn’t so; she could still feel the reality, the life buried beneath the surface. The question was no longer why wouldn’t he talk; it was why wouldn’t he talk to her. Or maybe the question was, why couldn’t she hear him? Leslie had heard one of Myles’ stories – and it didn’t even really matter to her.


It’s me, thought Agnes. There’s something wrong with me. Myles had spoken not to Mary but to her sister Marjorie; he had spoken not to Agnes but to her best friend.


She began to walk again, blindly and fast, her sandaled feet slapping the hot pavement as the unwelcome truth pounded through her brain.


He’d talk to me if I were different. If I was someone else, I could hear him.


She didn’t notice that she had passed her own house until she had turned the corner. When she did realize, she just kept going. She had lied to Leslie. Her mother wouldn’t mind if Agnes stayed out all morning.


Agnes kept walking without a plan in mind. She soon left the familiar, four-block area that was her regular territory, driven by the desire – so powerful it seemed a need – to be somewhere new and different. It was strictly forbidden to venture beyond the boundaries of Oak Shadows without an adult, and she didn’t feel brave enough to defy that rule. She was supposed to ask permission if she wanted to cross The Boulevard, but her sisters were allowed, and she knew it was a much smaller sin. She was careful to look both ways before crossing, although at this time of morning, after all the adults with jobs had gone to work, there was no sign of a car moving on any of the quiet streets.


The first two streets she came to on the other side of The Boulevard looked familiar. There was even one house that was practically identical to her own, only the trim was painted gray instead of green. The sight of it brought Agnes up short. She stood and stared, fascinated, until a woman, a stranger, appeared at one of the large front windows to stare back at her. Then, unsettled by the idea of complete strangers living in a house so much like her own, Agnes hurried away.


Gradually, as each successive block took her farther from Rosemary Street, the atmosphere began to change, and Agnes was aware of more differences than similarities to the houses that she knew. This was the more expensive side of Oak Shadows. The houses and the lots were larger, and some of them had swimming pools.


Something – some sound in the hot, quiet air – caught her attention, and made Agnes stop. She looked around, but nothing moved. She raised her hot, sweaty hand and unclenched her fingers. She looked at Myles, and he looked at her.


It was as if she had been struggling along in a high, buffeting wind which had suddenly stopped. Coolness flowed over and through her. The eyes of the little doll were shining and his face was sharply alive, intelligent, knowing. There could be no mistake about it. He had just spoken – the words had been muffled by her hand. She waited, holding her breath, for him to speak again.


She began to feel dizzy. She broke their eye contact and breathed again as she looked up at the nearest house. It was large, Southern plantation-style, with a second-story verandah supported by white pillars. Flowering magnolias and other glossy-leaved trees and bushes dotted the immaculate green lawn. There was a red-brick path which began a few inches from her feet and led up to the front porch.


She suspected – and then she knew – that the house was significant. It wasn’t by accident Myles had broken his silence on this spot; there had been good reason for it. She looked at him again, sharply, to see if he would confirm her thoughts. He made no sign, but that didn’t matter. She knew she was right, and she knew what he wanted her to do.


Slipping the little doll into the pocket of her shorts, she walked up to the front door. It was unlocked, as she expected, so she walked in.


The front hall was elegant and spacious, high-ceilinged and with a thick, beige carpet underfoot. Framed prints hung on the pale walls, progressing up the wide staircase. Agnes stepped forward, toward the staircase, and began to climb. She felt excited, tinglingly aware of her own disobedience even as the reason for it remained a mystery. Words, a jumble of broken sentence fragments, swirled in her mind, but none of them explained what she was doing. The house did not feel empty, but she made her way safely upstairs without encountering anyone.
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