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The doctor had a very soothing voice. It flowed like honey, slow and sweet. But Mom seemed immune to his charm.


“How can we make sure that doesn’t happen to Anya?” Mom was asking, horrified.


“You can’t,” the doctor said.


—from BECAUSE OF ANYA




Margaret Peterson Haddix says, “Like most books, Because of Anya was inspired by several things. First an acquaintance suddenly began wearing a wig that looked almost exactly like her usual hair. I didn’t know why. Then a little girl in my daughter’s three-year-old Sunday school class developed a large bald spot on the back of her head because of an infection she got from her cat. The doctors told her parents the bald spot might never go away. Finally a wig shop across from my grocery store advertised in large letters, CHEMO, ALOPECIA PATIENTS WELCOME. It made my heart ache a little every time I went to the grocery. I didn’t know what alopecia was, but I was determined to find out.”







TEN-YEAR-OLD GIRLS DON’T WEAR WIGS.


So why is Anya wearing one? That’s what Keely’s friend Stef wants to know. She even wants Keely to tug on it, just to see if it’s real. Keely wants to know too—but when Anya’s wig falls off in front of the whole class, Keely discovers that what she really wants is to help Anya feel better. As for Anya, she just wants her hair to grow back, but no one, not even the doctors, knows whether it ever will. How can she come to terms with her disease when she can’t even look in the mirror?


In this heart-tugging story of friendship, renowned author Margaret Peterson Haddix introduces readers to a young girl with alopecia areata, a lifealtering disease that affects millions of people in the United States alone.
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MARGARET PETERSON HADDIX is the best-selling author of many books for children and teens. Her books for young readers include Running Out of Time, Among the Hidden, Among the Impostors, Among the Betrayed, and Girl with 500 Middle Names. Her work been honored with the International Reading Association Children’s Book Award, American Library Association Best Book for Young Adults and Quick Pick for Reluctant Young Adult Readers citations, and several state Readers’ Choice Awards. Margaret Peterson Haddix lives with her family in Columbus, Ohio.
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For Mandy and two Annas


With thanks to the Doeringer family for sharing their story with me.
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One


The note teetered on the edge of Keely’s desk. Quickly Keely swept it into her hand. Then she flinched, waiting for Mrs. Hobson to yell at her.


Mrs. Hobson almost always yelled at Keely when someone passed her a note. Keely wasn’t like Tory or Nicole or Stef. The others could flip notes from one side of the room to the other, all day long, and Mrs. Hobson didn’t even see. But let one of them pass a note to Keely, or let Keely slide a note under her shoe and inch it toward Nicole’s desk, and instantly Mrs. Hobson would boom out in her meanest voice, “Keely Michaels! Do you have something to share with the rest of the class?”


And then Keely would have to beg, “No, Mrs. Hobson. Please, Mrs. Hobson, don’t make me read it out loud.”


Usually Mrs. Hobson didn’t. Usually she just put on her sternest look and pointed at the trash can, and Keely had to walk all the way to the front of the class while everyone else stared at her. Keely always squeezed her eyes shut as much as possible during that long walk to the trash can and back. She couldn’t stand seeing the way Tory and Nicole and Stef glared at her.


Once, Stef hadn’t spoken to Keely for three days because Keely got caught with a note she was supposed to be passing on to Tory.


Just three weeks ago, right before Christmas break, Stef had announced at recess, “When we come back in January, no one should pass any more notes to Keely. She’s going to get the rest of us in trouble.”


“But . . . ,” Keely had protested. Then she stopped because a little part of her was rejoicing, That’s right! Please don’t pass me any more notes! I don’t want your notes! They just get me in trouble! But if the others didn’t pass notes to her during class, she wouldn’t know anything. She’d get to recess and the others would be laughing at jokes she’d never heard, putting the finishing touches on plans that were brand-new to her. “I’ll practice,” Keely promised. “I’ll get better at hiding when you hand me notes.”


Stef had narrowed her green eyes, looking straight into Keely’s washed-out gray eyes.


“No,” she decided. “It’s better this way.”


And Keely knew that Stef had seen right into Keely’s head. Stef knew that Keely knew there was no way she was going to get any better at passing notes.


Keely had worried about that the entire two weeks of Christmas break.


But now it was just the first day back after break, and here was a note, passed straight to Keely, with Keely’s name on the outside. Stef was giving her another chance. And—Keely let her shoulders unhunch—Mrs. Hobson wasn’t yelling at her for once. Keely didn’t look up, but she could hear the scratch of Mrs. Hobson’s chalk on the chalkboard. Mrs. Hobson had her back to the class. Keely was safe.


With trembling fingers, Keely slipped the note under her desk and unfolded it. Pretending she was just looking at the bottom edge of her math book, she glanced farther down, at the note.


LOOK AT ANYA!


Even Stef’s handwriting was bossy.


Keely looked.


Anya sat at the front of the class, so Keely could barely see anything but the back of her head. Anya wasn’t the kind of kid anyone normally paid any attention to. She was just there. She had ordinary brown eyes, ordinary brown hair, ordinary brown clothes. Or maybe not the brown clothes. Keely couldn’t remember ever seeing Anya wear anything brown. But she couldn’t even remember what Anya was wearing now, and she’d just looked at her. That’s how Anya was. Anya had been in the same class with Keely every year in school—five years altogether now—and Keely probably hadn’t really looked at Anya even once since kindergarten.


Keely didn’t have the slightest idea why Stef wanted her to look at Anya now.


She glanced over at Stef, three rows away. Stef frowned and mouthed something Keely couldn’t understand. Besides not being able to pass notes without getting caught, Keely was also horrible at reading lips.


Stef frowned harder and pantomimed turning over a sheet of paper.


Keely turned the note over in her lap.


I THINK SHE’S WEARING A WIG!!!! Stef had written. Keely looked at Anya again. A wig? Weird. Keely didn’t think she’d ever seen anyone wearing a wig. Certainly not a fourth grader, another ten-year-old like Keely. Keely studied the back of Anya’s head. Maybe there was something different about her hair. It was still brown and straight and short, ending right above the collar of her sweatshirt. But it was . . . shinier than usual, wasn’t it? And maybe it was thicker. Healthier looking.


Keely glanced back at Stef again, perplexed. Depending on the expression on Stef’s face, Keely would know if she was supposed to laugh or be disgusted.


But Stef wasn’t looking at Keely. Stef was looking at Mrs. Hobson, who must have turned around while Keely was staring at Anya.


“Keely?” Mrs. Hobson said. “Do you have something to share with the rest of the class?”


“No, Mrs. Hobson,” Keely said. She could feel panicky sweat forming along her hairline. What if this was one of those times when Mrs. Hobson made her read the note out loud? How would Anya feel? Keely could just imagine the embarrassed look on Anya’s face, the red blush spreading all the way up to her hairline. (To her wig?)


But Mrs. Hobson just pointed at the trash basket. Her knees trembling, Keely got up and started walking.
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Two


“You were practically waving the note at Mrs. Hobson!” Nicole said as they headed out for recess. “No wonder you got caught!”


“No, I wasn’t!” Keely protested. “It was on my lap!”


But had she lifted it up, trying to figure out what Stef was trying to tell her? Tears stung in her eyes, and she angrily blinked them away. She had to be ready. Stef was bound to lecture her again.


But Stef turned around and told Nicole, “Shh. Don’t talk about it now. Not until we’re . . .” She tilted her head in a signal they all understood. They were going out to the tree to talk.


The tree was their spot. It was at the very edge of the playground, past the swings, past the jungle gym, past the baby slides the kindergartners used. It was so far out that sometimes at the beginning of the year the teacher with playground duty had yelled at them, “Hey, where are the four of you going?”


Stef had always gone back to explain. Stef knew how to talk to teachers.


Now they could walk out to the tree and nobody said anything. And nobody followed.


The ground was frozen beneath Keely’s feet, but the sun was out and the air was warm. It didn’t feel like January. Keely didn’t even need her mittens. If Keely hadn’t been so stupid as to get caught with that note, she could be enjoying the winter sunshine right now, enjoying being back with her friends, enjoying recess.


They reached the tree. Keely leaned against the bark, letting the tree hold her up.


“Listen,” Stef said, lowering her voice even though they were a long, long way from any of the other kids. “Forget about Keely’s mistake. Do any of you know why Anya’s wearing a wig?”


Keely breathed out a silent sigh of relief. She waited for Nicole or Tory to answer. That was how their friendship went. Stef was in charge. She was the one who had decided when they had all gotten too old for dolls. She was the one who had decided soccer wasn’t really very much fun after all. She was the one who had decided glitter gel was stupid. She was the one who usually decided what they were going to play every day at recess.
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