 
    
        
[image: Cover: The Silver Crown, by Robert C. O'Brien]


        
            The Silver Crown

            Robert C. O’Brien

            Atheneum Books for Young Readers

            New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi

        

    



[image: ]

For my children and, someday, their children





[image: ]

CHAPTER ONE The Birthday Present


[image: ] SHE had known all along that she was a queen, and now the crown proved it. It was the first thing she saw when she opened her eyes; it lay beside her on the pillow, shinier than silver, glowing softly, with twinkling blue stones set all around. And although it looked hard and solid, when she touched it she discovered that the silvery metal was actually a finely spun fabric, strong but soft as silk, so that if she wanted to, she could fold the whole crown in the palm of her hand and tuck it in her pocket.

She got out of bed, stood in front of the mirror, and put it on her head. It felt light and warm and comfortable. Of course it fitted her perfectly.

Her name was Ellen; she had brown hair, gray eyes, clean teeth, rather knobby knees, and was fifty-five and a half inches tall. She was ten years old; yesterday she had been nine, but today was her birthday, and the crown was her first present. It did not occur to her to wonder from whom it had come; she was merely aware that it was hers by right. Her bedroom, a white room with a slanted ceiling, was in the attic floor of the house. Her parents, her brother, and her younger sister all had their beds on the floor below. She looked at her clock; it was not yet quite seven and she knew, now that school was out, that they would all still be asleep. It was not their birthday.

She got dressed, brushed her hair for seven seconds with no noticeable effect, slipped the crown into her pocket, and started downstairs. Halfway down she turned around and came back up. She took the crown from her pocket, where it made a sizable bulge (also, though it was light on her head, it felt heavy in her pocket), and put it instead into a red leather pocketbook, which she snapped shut and slipped over her wrist. Besides the crown, the pocketbook held a dollar and fifty-six cents. She hoped it would hold more before the birthday ended. It also contained a tattered letter from her Aunt Sarah, who was beautiful, lived in the mountains (but who traveled a great deal), and was the only grown-up who knew—honestly knew, and did not just pretend to know—that Ellen was a queen.

Ellen went down to the kitchen, where she ate a doughnut in four bites and drank half a glass of milk. She slipped another doughnut into the pocket where the crown had been and went out the front door, closing it quietly behind her.

Outside, the morning was still faintly misty and the neighborhood was asleep. She took the crown from her purse, adjusted it on her head, and started down the sidewalk at a queenly pace. Then, about a block ahead she thought she saw someone moving; she had the odd impression that whoever it was had a green head. When she looked again she could see no one, so it must have been only some leaves moving in the wind. Nonetheless, feeling rather self-conscious, she took the crown off again as she walked in the direction of the royal palace.

She came in a few minutes to a small wooded park, which she entered. Through the woods, she walked to a clearing where there lay a comfortable log, or rather a royal bench, for this was the castle garden; when she sat on the bench the castle stood behind her, just over her right shoulder, out of sight beyond the trees. She put on her crown and almost immediately a brown and white rabbit, whom she knew slightly, emerged from the woods on the far side of the clearing, made a sweeping obeisance toward the queen, and hopped away down an invisible rabbit-run on business of his own. The queen encouraged wildlife in the royal park—rabbits, squirrels, birds, butterflies, slugs, spiders (she did not really encourage the last two, but they were there anyway)—and she allowed no hunting.

Although the castle was out of sight, she knew exactly what it looked like. It had three tall towers, all minareted, and two shorter ones standing guard over the portcullis, which had a spiked iron gate ready to crash shut, and, of course, a drawbridge wide enough to accommodate mounted chargers three abreast. The curtain wall was gracefully buttressed, and in the clear blue water of the moat swam ducks, geese, swans, and fish; it also contained a small boat in which the queen could, when the mood took her, go paddling. One of the towers (the one over the keep) was haunted by the ghost of the Old Duke, an evil man who had, back in the Middle Ages, put three wives to the knife before they caught and hanged him.

All in all, it looked quite a lot like a famous castle called Neuschwanstein, which stands high in the Alps, in Europe, and was built by King Ludwig II of Bavaria, later called Ludwig the Mad because he spent most of the royal treasure building castles he didn’t need. Neuschwanstein was his grandest; Ellen’s Aunt Sarah, while traveling in the Alps, had once sent her a postcard with a picture of it, and Ellen thought it the most beautiful place she had ever seen.

Though her castle had in its Great Hall a Chamber of State one hundred feet long, with a gold throne on a dais at one end, Ellen preferred to hold court, when the weather was fine, in the garden. She would do so today, she decided, and since the courtiers would be gathering soon, she went over in her mind the agenda for the morning.

First the Prime Minister, probably accompanied by the Colonial Secretary, would want to discuss Affairs of State, including reports from remote outposts of the empire—places like the Fiji Islands, Borneo, or the Outer Hebrides, where there sometimes were native uprisings. Then the Chancellor of the Exchequer, an interminable man, would ask her to approve a long list of figures pertaining to taxes, death rates, appropriations, the crown debt, income from royal holdings, and (reprovingly) royal expenditures. This was rather like arithmetic and always got Ellen feeling slightly dizzy.

Next the Royal Steward, with the Grand Duke and Duchess (a dashing young couple), would discuss arrangements for the Queen’s Ball, now only two weeks off and thus fearfully urgent. When the Chancellor of the Ex. was out of earshot, the Queen planned to ask the Duchess, who was not only her Chief Lady-in-Waiting but also her best friend, to find out the price of a new ermine robe she must have for the ball.

Her planning was interrupted suddenly by the wail of a fire siren, then another, then a third, and engines rumbling down the street next to the park. Ellen now had lived in the city long enough (more than three weeks) so that she no longer got excited about fire engines. She heard their sirens nearly every day, but in town, unlike the country, they merely shrieked off somewhere out of sight and put out a small fire in the house or apartment of someone you didn’t know.

So she sat still and waited for the noise to fade in the distance, when she could resume planning for the ball. But this time it did not fade, at least not very far. She heard the sirens whine down from treble to bass and then stop, still within earshot. There was a lot of confused shouting, and then the loud throb of an engine—a pump? Two more sirens screamed, coming from another direction. Then she smelled smoke.

It must be near, she thought. She could not possibly hold court in such a ruckus, so she decided to go and look. Official business, including the ball, would have to wait until afternoon; she could only hope the park would still be empty. It was next to impossible to hold court with a lot of children playing around.

She stood up from the log, put the crown back in her pocketbook, and walked out through the woods. Down the street, in the direction from which she had come, the fire engines—five of them—were pulled up at the curb. There were also a lot of firemen in black raincoats and red hats, a big crowd of people (and more coming all the time), and a policeman directing traffic.

Ellen walked quickly toward the crowd; as she got closer she began to run, her handbag banging against her legs. Then she stopped completely.

It was her house. It had burned to the ground. There was nothing left of it but some piles of blackened brick, some ashes in a hole that had once been the basement. And in the crowd around it, held back by a fence of ropes the firemen had rigged up, she saw no faces she knew.
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CHAPTER TWO “I Need Help”


[image: ] ELLEN walked around the edge of the crowd for a few minutes, looking for her father; her mother; her brother, David, who was thirteen and should be visible because he would be running; or her sister, Dorah, who was five and should be audible because she would be either shrieking or crying. But all the faces were strange, cold, and peculiarly somber. Where could her family have gone?

She walked up to one of the firemen. By this time the ashes had stopped smoking; they lay wetly, giving off a sour smell. The fireman, with two huge wrenches, was trying to uncouple two sections of hose as thick as his leg. His face was streaked with black. He strained at the wrenches. She touched his arm.

“Excuse me,” she said. “I can’t find my family. Do you know where they are?”

He looked up briefly. “Kid,” he said, “I don’t know your family. How would I know where they are? Maybe they’re home in bed.”

“But I live here,” Ellen said.

“Kid,” said the fireman, “nobody lives here. Not anymore. Burned down so fast they never knew what happened. They’ll be lucky if they find some bones. I tell you what. You go on to your own house. I got work to do.”

He turned and called to another fireman in a blasting voice: “Hey, Ed. Help me with this couple. I ain’t Superman.”

Ellen turned and walked away. She could not quite grasp what the fireman had said; she understood the words, and she did not disbelieve them, but somehow her brain refused to let them in. Then, by accident, she heard the same story again. There was a woman, standing near the rope, talking to another woman. She was wearing leather slippers and a raincoat that had been pulled on over a housecoat that had been pulled on over a nightgown; you could see the edges of each layer hanging below the next.

“Never saw anything like it,” she was saying. “I was putting the coffee in the pot and I looked out and the house was standing there. I turned the coffee on, looked out again, maybe three minutes, and it was gone. Just a lot of fire and smoke, as if it blew up, only no noise…” She turned her head, and Ellen lost a few words. Then she turned back “… just a few days ago; I never even learned their name. There were three or four kids. Nobody got out. Nobody could have…”

Ellen walked away and sat down on the curb a little way from the crowd. She did not cry. She did not speak, or even move. She sat still for about ten minutes, and she may have been thinking, or she may not.

Then she got up and walked quietly back to the rope, keeping as far away from people as she could, as if she were afraid of being recognized. The crowd was thinning now; spectators were still arriving, but more were leaving; they talked only in murmers, like ghosts in a dream. Ellen walked along the rope all the way around the gray and black pile, looking hard at it, as if she were hoping to see some familiar object, even if it were burned or melted. But she saw only charcoal and ashes, some pieces of bent and twisted pipe, blackened bricks, some roof slates, and that was all.

She sat down on the curb again (she had no place else to sit) and this time she did think. People who walked past glanced at her, with her pocketbook dangling between her thin knees, but paid no attention. She watched the policeman, who, half a block away, was still diverting traffic while the firemen rolled up their hoses. Eventually she reached a decision, stood up, and walked firmly toward him.

“Excuse me,” she said in a clear voice. “I need help.”

The policeman looked down at her. He had a narrow face and a scrawny red neck, and his blue uniform shirt looked much too big at the collar. A large black pistol hung from his belt in a leather holster. But his expression was kindly enough (as if he had daughters of his own), and he answered cheerfully.

“Sure, little girl. What can I do for you?”

“My name is Ellen Carroll, and I live… I used to live in the house that burned down. And I can’t find my father and mother.”

The policeman’s cheerful expression disappeared. He bent down until his face was level with Ellen’s. “Are you kidding?” he said, or rather shouted. “The captain told me everybody in that house was… Well, never mind that. You got any identification? What did you say your name was?” Ellen repeated it as he pulled a notebook from his pocket. “Carroll’s the right name, all right. You got any identification?”

Identification. That meant a card with your name and address on it, and sometimes your picture and fingerprints. Ellen had none. Then she remembered.

“I have a letter from my aunt,” she said. She took it from her handbag and then realized it was no good. It began only, “Dear Ellen”; she did not have the envelope, which had come addressed to her mother and had contained another letter. “It shows my first name,” she said rather lamely, and handed it to him. He glanced at it; then he looked at her pocketbook. On its leather side, in faded gold script, was the letter “C.”

“That’s your initial,” said the policeman.

“Yes,” Ellen said. “C for Carroll.”

“Girl,” he said, “I don’t know whether you’re telling the truth or not, but you look as though you are, so I’m going to take you up to the precinct. But if this is some kid trick, the captain’s going to be mad.”

He walked over to a police car, which was parked nearby winking its red light on and off. There was another policeman sitting in it. They had a short conference, and then the first policeman, whose name was Officer Drogue, came back.

“He has to stay here with the radio”—indicating the other policeman—“so we’ll walk to the precinct. All right? It’s not very far.” Ellen nodded, and they set off down the sidewalk side by side, the tall thin blue policeman and the short thin girl, her handbag bumping against her leg. After awhile Officer Drogue patted her on the shoulder. “Don’t you worry,” he said. “We’ll take care of you all right.”
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CHAPTER THREE The Green Mask


[image: ] ELLEN’s mind kept plodding in a circle, like a horse in a ring. It kept saying, “My father is dead, my mother is dead, my sister is dead, my brother is dead,” a sad rhyme in a nightmare; and yet at every fifth step, as she walked beside Officer Drogue’s long legs, she would catch herself thinking, “… when we find them…” as if, when she got to the precinct, there they would be; and yet she knew they would not. And then the chant would start over again.

She did not know what or where the precinct was. She assumed it must be a house where the police lived, or possibly where the captain lived, or had his office.

Ellen’s house was—had been—on a street where there were only houses, and trees and shrubs and lawns, of course; but after they walked a few blocks, they emerged into a section where the sidewalks were wider, the trees fewer, and there were a few shops and offices. Here, Ellen, who had been gazing sadly down at the sidewalk, heard a sudden shout; she looked up and saw that something very strange was happening in front of one of the shops.

It was an electric appliance store. Its door had burst open and a figure, wearing a silky, glistening green hood that hid his face, all but the eyes, ran out. Though she could not be certain, something about the way he looked and moved suggested that it was a young man, perhaps still in his teens. He paused at the curb, looked both ways, and walked quickly across the street, where he stopped and turned toward the door he had just come out. In his hand he carried a pistol with a long barrel. The shop door burst open again and another man came out. He was the store manager, dressed in a gray business suit, and he shouted as he came:

“Police! Police! Robbers! Robbers! Police!”

The man in the green hood raised his gun like a hunter, barrel across his left forearm, and fired once. There was a crack, and the store manager’s face suddenly turned bright red; he fell and did not move.

The man in the green hood turned and ran, still holding his pistol, up the sidewalk away from Ellen, turned right into an alleyway, and disappeared.

By the time the robber began to run, Officer Drogue had already clapped his hand on Ellen’s shoulder, said, “You wait here—don’t move,” and, drawing his own pistol, had run in pursuit. But he paused for a few hopeless seconds over the store manager, who was already dead, so that by the time he crossed the street the green hood had vanished up the alley. Officer Drogue followed, perhaps one hundred and fifty feet behind, running like a boy, his gangling legs suddenly turned nimble.

Ellen stood where she was, feeling quite dizzy. In less than a minute there was another siren, and a police car came speeding up, followed by a motorcycle. Within three minutes the place was alive with police and detectives, shouting, hurrying in and out of cars, roaring off on motorcycles. In all the noise. Ellen thought she heard several blocks away, some more gunshots, but she could not be sure. An ambulance arrived, picked up the poor, limp, dead store manager and took him away. A policeman had traced a chalk line on the sidewalk around where he lay; another took pictures with flashbulbs of the store, the body, the chalk line, and everything else. Detectives, with notebooks in their hands, knocked on the doors of the stores and houses near the electric appliance shop and asked questions. An hour went by. Officer Drogue did not come back.

Ellen stood and wondered what could have happened to him; she also wondered about an odd thing he had said—to himself, but still quite clearly—just before he ran after the robber. “Another green hood,” he had said, as if he had seen someone in a green hood before, perhaps earlier—perhaps near the fire?

The police and detectives began leaving, two by two in police cars, until finally there were only two left. Ellen thought she should speak to them, tell them what had happened and ask them about Officer Drogue. But just as she started toward them, they, too, got in a car and drove off. She thought there were probably some more police or detectives in the store, but when she reached the door a shade had been pulled down over the glass, and it was locked. It would not budge.

So she turned away. Without knowing quite where to go, she walked another half block past the store and came out on 30th Avenue. This was a wide, busy commercial street, with traffic lights at every corner, buses, trucks, stores, and restaurants. She wandered down it until she came to a tiny triangle where grass was trying to grow and where the City Park Commission had placed two benches, their iron legs planted in concrete. She sat on one of these.

There was a restaurant across the avenue, a shabby place with a neon sign in the window that glowed—“Pizzas ’n’ Pancakes”—at her. She realized she had had nothing to eat since very early in the morning, and it was now nearly noon. She did not feel hungry, but rather empty, and she knew she should eat. But eat what? Then she recalled the other doughnut in her pocket. She took it out and ate it slowly; it was too dry without milk, but it did away with the empty feeling.

The trouble was, she realized, that she did not know anyone. She had moved to the city too recently, and she did not make friends easily. What she needed was a next of kin, or a relative, to act as guardian. But there was no one here; there was only Aunt Sarah, and she was in Kentucky, at the Blue Hill, in the mountains—how many hundred miles away Ellen did not know. The thought of Aunt Sarah almost—but not quite—brought tears to Ellen’s eyes. If only she were here, she would know what to do; she would find her a place to stay; she might even take her home to Kentucky.

Now Ellen tried to make herself think clearly; and since she was a queen she found that she could, even on a day like this, even on a nearly empty stomach. As she thought, her spirit lifted a little and her dizziness, now rather like a buzzing in her head, grew less.

If Aunt Sarah was not here, it was because she did not know what had happened. Therefore the thing to do was to let her know, and the way to do that was to write her a letter.

A letter, however, would take several days to reach her, since the Blue Hill was so far out in the country. And although Ellen was sure she would come immediately, the question remained: Where was Ellen herself to stay during the several days? She did not even know where to tell Aunt Sarah to look for her.

On the other hand, she did know where her aunt lived. Once, more than a year before, she had gone with her family in the car to visit the Blue Hill. Her father drove, and Ellen, in return for being allowed to sit in the front seat, had helped her mother plot the trip on the road map, and watch for signs that said Route 15, Route 77, Route 60, and finally, near the end, LEXINGTON 23 MI. They had driven through beautiful mountains and very few cities. The trip had taken two days. That time, of course, they had started from their house in the country; even so, Ellen was reasonably sure she could figure out the route again if only she had a map.

After considering the problem, she finally made a decision: she would go to Kentucky—walking when she must, but trying to get people in passing cars to give her rides. She knew about hitchhiking. When they lived in the country, her brother David had had a friend, a boy named Michael, aged fourteen, whom people called wild, and maybe they were right. Anyway, one summer day Michael, with nothing to do, had gone out on the state road and, by merely waving his thumb, had got a ride all the way to Purcellville. When he got to Purcellville he had crossed the road and, by waving his thumb in the opposite direction, got a ride back—a total distance of one hundred and forty miles, or so Michael had said. He had not told his parents about this; they thought he had gone fishing; but he had told David and Ellen. He knew a soldier, he said, who had hitchhiked all the way from California.

So Ellen now worked out a plan.


	Send a letter to Aunt Sarah telling her not to come here, but that she, Ellen, was coming to the Blue Hill and would be there soon.

	
Get a road map. She knew that most gas stations gave them away free.

	Buy some food. This was a problem, since she had only $1.56 in her purse; but she knew she could buy a loaf of bread for 22¢ (she had done this for her mother); and a whole loaf, she thought, ought to last three or four days—maybe even a week.



About this time her thinking was interrupted by the arrival of a tremendously fat man, who sat on the other bench, coming down so heavily on it that its iron legs creaked at the joints. He carried a large brown paper bag, which he plopped down on the seat beside him and opened, removing from it a very large pile of sandwiches and a quart bottle of orange soda pop. He stacked the sandwiches in a careful tower on a clean paper napkin, picked up the top sandwich, ate it, and reached for the second when he noticed Ellen watching him.

“Want a sandwich?” he asked, holding one out to her. “Go ahead. I got too many.”

“No, thank you,” said Ellen politely, but she did want one.

“Oh, have one. Peanut butter and jam. They’re good.” He reached over and put it on the bench beside her. Ellen picked it up.

“Thank you very much,” she said. “I was a little bit hungry.” And she began to eat it. She was very hungry. Yet while she ate half of hers, he ate three of his, each in one huge bite.

“Reason I got so many sandwiches,” the fat man said, “my wife is trying to make me gain weight, I’m not fat enough already.” He certainly was the fattest man Ellen had ever seen. His stomach was so big she wondered where he ever found a belt long enough to go around it; perhaps he bought two or three belts and fastened them together. His ankles oozed down over the sides of his shoes.

“You think I’m fat,” said the man cheerfully, “you should see my wife. She’s got fifty-sixty pounds on me. So she talks to me about being too fat, I just look at her and I start laughing. That shuts her up. Makes her mad. That’s why she gives me so much to eat; she wants me to get fatter than she is, so she can yell at me.”

He ate another sandwich and took a pull of orange soda. Then he said:

“You hear about the shooting? Right up the street. A hood in a green mask goes into a store, holds up the manager, shoots him dead. Never even stole anything, didn’t even try, just looking for trouble. A cop chased him; he shot the cop, too. Got clear away. This town’s not safe anymore. They’d even shoot a kid like you.”

Ellen asked, “The cop… the policeman. Did he die, too?”

“Dead with one shot, right through the head. Same with the store manager. That’s good shooting, for a pistol. It scares me, I’m too easy to hit.” The fat man chuckled (to show he was not really scared), folded the one remaining sandwich in the paper napkin and pushed it toward Ellen. “Here. You help me lose weight.” He put the empty pop bottle into the empty bag and walked away, rolling from side to side and vibrating furiously.

Ellen put the sandwich in her pocket.
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CHAPTER FOUR Letter to Aunt Sarah


[image: ] THE clerk in the post office stamp window said, “No, Miss, no writing paper, only stamped envelopes and postcards.” Ellen reached into her handbag and took out her small change, which consisted of one quarter, two dimes, two nickels, and one penny. She also had a one dollar bill. She gave the clerk a nickel and got in return a plain, yellowish, stamped postcard. On the other side of the post office lobby there was a writing table with a ball point pen held to it by a chain but no place to sit; so Ellen wrote standing up. She wrote the address first:


Miss Sarah Carroll

The Blue Hill

Oakstables

Lexington, Kentucky



On the other side, which did not allow her very much space, she wrote:


Dear Aunt Sarah,

Our house burned down and I have no place to stay, so I am coming to the Blue Hill to see you and see where you think I ought to stay. I am hitchhiking and do not know how many days it will take as I may have to walk, so do not worry if I do not arrive very soon.



As she finished the note, Ellen, to her surprise, suddenly discovered that she was crying. She did not know why, except perhaps that writing down what had happened brought it all back again. She could not feel the tears coming, but several of them popped from her eyes and splashed, unfortunately, on the postcard. They smudged the ink, and when she wiped them off with her hand, this made the smudges even blurrier, so that she could no longer read most of the writing at all. There was nothing to do but buy another card.

When she went back to buy it her eyes must have been still wet, for the clerk looked at her quite sharply, and then said with some concern:

“Is something wrong. Miss?”

The question almost made her start crying again, but she managed to pretend to smile instead, and she said:

“No. Thank you. I just need another card.” And she gave him another nickel; this reduced her money to $1.46, and she still had to buy the loaf of bread.

She wrote the same message over again, holding her head this time to one side, so that the drops, if any, would miss it. There were none, however. She signed it, “Love, Ellen,” and started to mail it. Then, for some reason she did not quite understand, she took it back and added a postscript, in tiny handwriting because there was hardly any room left: “P.S. I have received a silver crown for my birthday.”

She dropped the card through the slot marked, OUT OF TOWN.





[image: ]


CHAPTER FIVE The Shiny Blue Car


[image: ] DOWN 30th Avenue a few doors Ellen found a small grocery store where she bought a loaf of bread; it cost 25¢ instead of 22¢, because this was not a supermarket. That left her with only $1.21—but still she had, after all, had two free sandwiches.

Across the street from the grocery store she saw a gas station with a rack in front, and in the rack were rows on rows of road maps. She waited for the traffic light to change, and then, with her bread in a brown paper bag under her arm, she walked across.

Parked near the map rack stood a large, new, shiny, dark blue car, behind the wheel of which sat a young man with a pleasant smile on his face.

Ellen walked up to the rack and stood before the array of maps, looking at their titles. She remembered that on their trip to Aunt Sarah’s they had used several maps, and she also remembered what they were: Virginia, West Virginia, and Kentucky. She spotted Virginia and West Virginia immediately, both conveniently on the same map. She took one of these. Now to find Kentucky.

“You looked puzzled,” a voice said. “I don’t suppose I can help?”

It was the smiling young man, emerged from his shiny car and standing behind her. His voice was as happy as his face, though a rather high voice, young-sounding.

“Thank you,” Ellen answered. “I’m trying to find a map of Kentucky, but I can’t see any.”

“No,” said the young man, scanning the rack quickly. “There aren’t any. That’s because it’s too far away. Most gas stations only have maps of the states near them.”

He looked at the rack again and pulled out a map. “This might help.” He opened it up. Its title was “Southeastern United States—Interstate Highway System.”

“This has Kentucky on it, but it’s not very big. It depends on what you need it for. Are you doing a geography lesson?”

“No,” Ellen said. “I need it because I’m going there.”

“Are you?” said the young man, his voice happier than ever. “Now that’s strange. I’m from Kentucky myself. In fact, I’m on my way there now. I don’t suppose you’d like a ride?”

He said this last very casually, as if it were really intended as a joke. But Ellen did not take it as a joke. It was, instead, an amazing piece of good luck.

“Oh,” she said, almost ready to cry again, “could I? I was going to try to hitchhike.”

The young man seemed not at all surprised to find a girl of ten planning to hitchhike so far, and all alone. But he did suddenly appear doubtful, as if he were embarrassed that an innocent joke had been taken so seriously. His smile disappeared, or almost.

“I don’t know,” he said dubiously. “I was planning to start right now and drive all night. I’m afraid you’d get too tired.”

“Oh, I don’t mind that at all,” Ellen said. “I’ve often slept in my father’s… I’ve often slept in cars.”

“Well,” said the young man, still sounding doubtful, “I suppose you could sleep in the back seat. It’s big enough. And it’s empty.”

“Oh, please!” Ellen said. “I was worried about the hitchhiking, because I’m not sure how you wave your thumb. If I ride with you, I don’t have to do it.”

“That’s no trick,” said the young man, and he showed her how to do it, waving his hand and thumb in a proper hitchhiking arc, and turning his smile up even higher. “You always want to smile when you hitchhike,” he explained. At the end of the lesson he extended the hand to her, and she shook hands with him, closing the bargain.

“All right,” he said. “You’ve got a ride.”

She climbed into the big blue car, into the front seat, sat down beside him, and they drove off. In her lap she held her handbag, her loaf of bread, and the two road maps.

“I’m Arthur Gates,” the young man said after a moment. “I’m a teacher. What’s your name?”

She said, “Ellen Carroll. I’m going to Kentucky to visit my aunt.”

“Kentucky is four hundred miles long and two hundred miles wide. What part of Kentucky does your aunt live in?”

“Near Lexington,” Ellen said. “Near a village called Oakstable.”

“You’re in luck,” Mr. Gates said. “I go right through Lexington.” And his smile grew broader than ever.

In luck, indeed. Half an hour earlier Ellen had had only the vaguest idea of how she would get to the Blue Hill; now she was on her way in luxury; tomorrow she would be there. It was incredible luck.

Mr. Gates drove very fast, and not very skillfully, Ellen thought, so there was quite a lot of unnecessary slamming on of brakes and occasional screeching of tires. Still, in half an hour or so they were out of the city traffic. On the open highway there were very few cars, and in another hour they reached the first of the mountains.

Ellen loved mountains. The way the big car swung up the highway into them made her feel as if she were flying—as you feel on a sled, sometimes, when you come down a steep slope and zoom up another. She loved the forests that covered them, with hardly a house anywhere. The day was beautiful and sunny, and there was just enough wind to toss the leaves and make them sparkle in the sunlight. As they went higher, they drove through long miles of pine woods, from a distance a solid coat of green fur on the mountain’s back, but up close, looking from the car window through the trees, an endless series of pillars growing up through dark, mysterious chambers with carpeted brown floors. The sight always made Ellen want to get out and walk through their shadowy corridors, heading up and up until she reached the top of the mountain, the only person for miles around.

Mr. Gates did not talk much. He seemed preoccupied, as if he were thinking about some private problem that had nothing to do with driving the car. And he had the oddest way, every now and then, of breaking into an absolutely delighted smile, so that Ellen kept expecting him to chuckle and tell her what it was about, but he never did.

At first Ellen herself thought she ought to try to make conversation, so she asked, more out of politeness than curiosity:

“What kind of a school do you teach in?”

Mr. Gates then did a very odd thing. He jumped, almost as if he had forgotten she was there; then he turned his head slightly, held out his right hand, and said:

“I’m Arthur Gates. I’m a teacher. What’s your name?”

This was exactly what he had said before, when they first met, and it was said in precisely the same tones, as if he had memorized it. But before she could answer, Mr. Gates recovered, blinked his eyes, and his smile went away. He added quickly:

“You might call it a sort of training school for boys. Well, mostly boys, but now we’re beginning to get a few girls, too.” At that his smile returned, and grew bigger and happier than ever, but he did not say anything more. There was something very strange about him, Ellen decided, but it did not really matter. Whatever he was smiling about, he was taking her to Kentucky, and at a very fast clip, too.

She wondered how many miles they had come. She knew there was a dial on the dashboard that showed mileage, but she could not read it from where she sat. After awhile she made up a sort of mile-game: when the road was straight enough she would pick out a landmark—a big tree, a clump of pines, a cliff, a fence—that she guessed to be a mile ahead, and when, in a minute or so they whooshed past it, that was one more mile closer to the Blue Hill and Aunt Sarah.

The sun sank lower in the sky, the woods grew dark, and more mysterious, and Ellen began to feel sleepy. She also felt hungry again and remembered the sandwich remaining in her pocket. She also remembered to be polite. She took out the sandwich, broke it in two, and said to Mr. Gates:

“Would you like half my sandwich? It’s peanut butter and jam.”

This time Mr. Gates responded quite normally. “No, thank you,” he said. “I ate just before we left. I don’t plan to eat again until we’re there.” Well, almost normally; “until we’re there” sounded to Ellen as if he were going to Aunt Sarah’s, too, or at least as if they were both going to the same place, and they weren’t really. What he meant, of course, must be “until we get to Kentucky.”

She munched the sandwich. It had grown stale; the peanut butter stuck to the top of her mouth, and she realized she was quite thirsty. Whenever she had taken a trip with her family, they had always taken along a bottle of water, or milk in a thermos, or Cokes in an ice bucket, because somebody was forever getting thirsty. But there was no bottle anywhere to be seen in Mr. Gates’s car. In fact, it was as empty and shiny as if he had just bought it. So she finished her dry sandwich and then, suddenly, she was asleep.

She slept as the dark came on, as Mr. Gates turned on the headlights and the big car hurtled through the night like a bright-eyed blue beetle droning its narrow way through the miles of black trees. She came only half awake once, when Mr. Gates stopped the car at a filling station and bought gas; she had a vague impression that he also made a telephone call. She slept in the front seat, not the back, scrunched over in the corner.

She did not know how late it was, nor how long she had been asleep, when she was awakened by a loud squealing of brakes, a long and frightening screech of the tires; the car swung fiercely from side to side as it skidded, and then stopped so abruptly that she was thrown forward and hit her head hard on the dashboard. Ahead of them, just a few inches from the headlights, a truck had run partly off the highway; it lay at an odd angle, its left rear wheels up in the air like a tilted elephant’s feet, its front wheels in the ditch. The trailer’s rear doors had sprung open, and there were boxes and cartons lying all over the road. The trailer itself was blocking half the highway, and they had come within a foot of crashing into it.

Ellen scarcely glanced at all this. When she bumped her head, the blow made her see at first a bright flash of light. It vanished, but there still remained a softer light directly in front of her eyes, and now she saw why: She had struck her head on the button that snaps the glove compartment shut. It had fallen open, and a small light had turned on, illuminating its interior.

When Mr. Gates saw this he reached over very quickly and slammed it shut. But not before Ellen saw lying inside the compartment a pistol with a long barrel she recognized instantly, and a shimmering green hood with two eyeholes staring vacantly up at her.
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