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For Polly and her hench-dog, Reggie, who’ve sentenced me to easy, happy time





1.


The Baby


“When we’re born,” Annie Ireland told the Roach Boy once, “we’re sentenced to, like, life. And some of us—I’d be a prime example—are made to do hard time.”


She didn’t blame that solely on the baby, though.


The baby, or “your baby,” as Ms. Beach referred to it when she handed Annie hers, was a life-size doll. All the freshman girls at Converse High who were enrolled in the required Life Skills class were given their own babies to take care of. So Annie had to have the baby with her all day, every school day. Wherever she was, she bottle-fed it, burped it, and changed it, according to Ms. Beach’s schedule. It slept through most of Annie’s classes, though, a sign of its intelligence, she thought. The baby was an anatomically correct boy who had “nothing to write home about,” according to Laird Sediment, a guy in Annie’s class who liked to watch and snicker during diaperings.


Annie didn’t think she needed Life Skills class. She didn’t need to be warned about what would happen if she played unprotected hide the weenie with the Roach Boy, the only male with whom she had had so much as social intercourse. And she didn’t have to learn “responsibility.” Shit, she thought, if anything, she was too responsible already, too perennially conscience-stricken and turning cartwheels to do better, to live up to her parents’ endless row of “We expect’s.”





2.


Ann Ireland


Other than her parents, people called Ann Ireland “Annie” as a rule, because she looked more like an Annie. Annies are a little wide-eyed and have energy to burn. They can, and this one did, have freckles. She called her freckles “brain spots,” though, and claimed they were caused, not by the sun, but by intelligent energy erupting out of the top of her head showering her face. The zits that occasionally appeared on her forehead and chin, however, were almost certainly the result, she believed, of eighteen-wheelers full of both anxiety and stress that were driven into her psyche by her parents, emptied of their cargoes, and then abandoned with their motors running.


Annie wasn’t captivated by her face. She’d seen worse, but also much, much better. To begin with, this physiognomy of hers decorated the front of a head that was shaped like a honeydew melon, and it was therefore much too much like the heads of the kids in the Peanuts comic strip. Her small nose was a little punky, she thought, and that was good. When she wrinkled it (like, in disgust), her face had “attitude.” But her size XL mouth and big brown eyes weren’t team players. If she forgot to keep them under strict control, they were much too quick to widen (yes, excitedly, enthusiastically) and so become “cheerleaderish.” That wasn’t good at all.


“For heaven’s sake, try not to leave the house looking so plain,” Annie’s mother had been known to say. And then she might tack on, “I can’t imagine where this limp hair comes from,” while flicking up the ends of her daughter’s light brown, totally straight, and not-at-all-thick ponytail. “It’s not what you’d expect to find on someone with your father’s genes, and mine.” Annie had tried the extra-body shampoo she’d seen advertised on TV, but still her hair refused to move seductively, and massively, and glowingly, even when she’d blow-dried it, and brushed it till her arm ached, and swung her head (like on TV) from side to side.


Her body didn’t cheer her up a whole lot either. In some of her clothes, including the baggy overalls she often wore to school, she appeared to be flat-chested, even though she wasn’t, totally. And it seemed unfair to her that someone who’d been given small boobs, like herself, would get a pair that weren’t a perfect match. But at least she didn’t have to put up with the disgustograms that followed girls with D-cups down the halls of learning. And only the few people who’d seen her in a swimsuit knew that she had nicely sculpted calves and thighs. These were not, she claimed, inherited, but came from all the running up and down the stairs she’d done—for years and years—while trying to “be an angel” and retrieve whatever thing it was her father and her mother wanted her to bring them from their bedroom, their bathroom, or the attic.


Annie was afraid that, overall, she looked tomboyish. And it seemed her father might feel the same. “No woman is Ann Ireland,” he told her with a jolly smile; he’d just given her the once-over. “If I may take a liberty or two with old John Donne.”


That little offhand insult stayed with her for years, even though she didn’t “get” it till her summer reading list included For Whom the Bell Tolls.





3.


The Fire


There were several possible explanations for how the fire started.


Maybe it was because Annie’s mother forgot she’d put a lamb chop in the Gorge Foreman Lean, Mean, Fat-Reducing Grilling Machine before she went upstairs to bed.


Or it might have been because her husband, Annie’s father, had been shooting at the pigeons who were based at an out-of-town farm but who’d come and landed on a window ledge outside their bedroom. What he liked to do was fill a water pistol with cigarette lighter fluid and shoot it through a lighted match. This turned the pistol into a miniature flamethrower. It’s possible a misdirected salvo set the bedroom drapes on fire.


And, of course, it could have been a lightning strike, or faulty wiring, or a pile of oily rags spontaneously combusting in the basement. Those were the most likely causes, according to Hieronymus “Happy” Holliday, the chief of the Converse Volunteer Fire Department. “One of them three’s gotta be the one,” he said. “No doot aboot it.”


Whatever its cause, the fire had a good start before anyone became aware of it. Annie might not have inherited her parents’ hair, but she slept the same way they did: like a rock. It took some hollering before she came awake and got a whiff of smoke.


“Ann! ANN! Ann-EEEE!” was what she heard. “Do rouse yourself, for pity’s sake. It seems these premises have caught on fire!”


“Huh? Wha-Wha-Wha? Say who?” said Annie, not all there yet. She staggered out of bed. She first believed that the hollerer was her dear daddy-o and that this was just another of his lame attempts at humor. But when she opened her bedroom door, with resentment bubbling upward from her heart, and stuck her head into the hall, she could see there wasn’t anybody there. What was there, instead, was smoke, quite a bit of smoke, along with crackling sounds and heat more site-specific than, say, global warming.


She quickly shut the door again, now wide awake.


“The window,” said the same voice. It was coming from inside the room, not from the hall. It was a man’s voice, a strange man’s voice. It sounded sort of wonky, like on PBS.


“I rather think it’s time we make our exit through the window,” it went on. “From out there on the porch roof it’s a short drop to the ground—no danger to a young and healthy woman like yourself. Though I’d suggest you bend your knees and so absorb a little of the shock of landing, if you’d be so kind. That should save some wear and tear on both us.”


Annie turned on her bedroom light. The voice had seemed to come from way across the room. Maybe from her closet. Perhaps a homeless man had come and taken refuge there, the afternoon before, while she was still at school. And only now was he waking from an alcoholic stupor.


So, she addressed the closet door.


“Who’s there?” she said. “Who’s in my closet?”


But there wasn’t any answer.


Between her and the closet was a fat, upholstered chair on which sat the baby. Its baby blues were fixed on her, and she thought its lips had narrowed, tightened, as if it were impatient or annoyed.


“Come on,” said Annie, out loud but to herself. “It can’t have been the baby.”


“Maybe not the baby . . . ,” said the same voice, now sarcastically.


Annie rubbed her eyes. Now it seemed to her the baby’s lips were moving.


“The speaker,” said the baby, “is, indeed, myself. Pantagruel Primo, Esquire, at—as I certainly hope you’ll come to realize, fast—your service.” He pronounced his last name “Preemo.”


There was now no doubt that the doll was speaking. As well as looking somewhat older. A cigar would not have seemed completely out of place, had there been one in the corner of his mouth. He was very nearly bald, and Annie thought that short, bald men were apt to smoke cigars.


“I’m dreaming,” Annie said. “Or I’ve gone nuts. The Roach Boy said he thought we might. He said that trying to cope with being teenage in a new millennium could drive us mad.”


“Luckily for us both,” said Pantagruel Primo, Esquire, “you’re neither dozing nor demented. So perhaps you’ll put your fundament in gear and get us out of here? Before we’re victims of a premature cremation? Before our real identities are ascertainable only by means of dental records?”


“Okay,” said Annie, nodding hard, now accepting her own wakefulness and sanity, now focused on the fact that the house, her house, was taking step one on the way to becoming a smoldering ruin. “Gimme just a sec to see what I should try to save.”


Deciding wasn’t easy. Even though she’d have a nonpareil excuse, she’d done the written homework for the next day the afternoon before, so she thought it’d be a waste to leave it to the flames. So that was the first thing she packed. And she realized she could save some space in her backpack if she got out of her pj’s and into real clothes, so she did that before it even occurred to her that Pantagruel Primo, Esquire, was sitting there watching the whole time. She grabbed some necessary makeup and a handful of necklaces and earrings off her dressing table. Then she stuffed in her ancient teddy bear, Neddy, who was born, her mom had said, just a year after Annie herself. And she stuck on her favorite baseball cap—the one with MELIOR FORTUNATEM QUA BONUM on the front of it, which meant (according to the Roach Boy) “I’d rather be lucky than good”—and pulled her ponytail through the hole in the back of it.


Finally, for reasons of diplomacy, she plucked the photo of her parents off the wall, and then the fake ID from her underwear drawer, because it’d be just her luck to have the good-hands guy from Allstate find it, once the fire was put out.


Of course, the last thing she picked up to save was Pantagruel Primo, Esquire, aka (to everyone but her) “her baby.”


The next week’s issue of the Converse Tribune made much of that heroic act, describing it as “an untainted flowering of pure maternal instinct.”


•   •   •


Annie’s parents left the burning house about the same time she did, carrying two large suitcases stuffed with checkbooks, jewelry, and resort wear, down the fire escape that was accessible from (just) their dressing room.





4.


The Roach Boy


Arby, the famous Roach Boy, didn’t physically resemble either kind of roach. He wasn’t flat or loathsome, on the one hand. Nor was he stubby, burned out, and rich in tetrahydrocannabinol, on the other. In the “looking” department he was somewhere between average- and funny-. His ears stuck out a bit, and his Adam’s apple was larger than most people’s. His hair was the same unremarkable brown as Annie’s, but it was wavier, cut short, and parted on one side. He had a good-size nose that tilted up a little, and his chin receded slightly, giving him (Annie thought) a good face for walking into the wind. Annie loved his eyes. They were huge and had long lashes. She’d heard that someone’s eyes were the windows of that person’s soul. Looking into the Roach Boy’s, she saw pure truthfulness and sweetness. He was slender, five foot nine and still shooting up, and cut high, with long legs and big floppy feet.


The boy had an unfortunate first and last name. It was Nemo Skank, a name that’s easy to make fun of, the sort of name that little kids can chant and rhyme with “toilet tank.” So Annie took his Roach Boy initials, R. B., and called him “Arby”—“Ar” or “Arb,” for short.


Anyway, the reason he was famous was that every weekend, from the middle of September to the middle of November, he lay in the dimness of a glass-sided box in a Halloween-centered amusement park called the Fright Factory. There, wearing a short-sleeved and above-the-knee-length wet suit with a hood, along with a snorkeler’s face mask, he allowed himself to be turned into a human serving platter for who-knows-how-many hungry cockroaches. They swarmed all over his body as he lay there, scarfing down the stuff that Fright Factory employees had smeared on him, which a sign announced was GENUINE UNDER-THE-REFRIGERATOR gunk. A bright light controlled by a timer would go on inside the box every five minutes, and as if by magic, all the roaches would disappear. The public loved that feature; it provoked a lot of “Ooh’s” and “Ah’s” and “Wow’s” and “Look at that’s.”


Kids often asked the Roach Boy how he got the job and what it felt like to have disgusting-looking insects scurrying around on his body, often on bare skin, sometimes even ducking down between his toes.


He said he guessed he got the job the same way everybody gets jobs: by being in the right place at the right time. What he didn’t say (except to Annie) was that the place was his uncle’s kitchen, the uncle who was the “silent partner” in the Fright Factory’s ownership, at the moment when the uncle said, “Hey, Nemo, howja like to make twenny bucks an hour, weekends, widout havin’ to lift a finguh?”


And he said he hardly felt the bugs at all.


“They’re awfully light,” he’d tell whoever asked. “They never bite or anything. And ’cause I have that suit and hood and mask on, they can’t crawl into any of my . . . orifices.”


The Roach Boy was on display in the box for four hours at a time, from 1:30 to 5:30 P.M., and then again from 6:30 to 10:30. Between 5:30 and 6:30, he went home, took a shower, put on a fresh wet suit, ate, came back to the Fright Factory, and got regunked for the second show.


“If dinner’s something like spaghetti, I’m apt to be a pretty sloppy eater,” he told Annie this one time, “but the nights I’m working, Mom doesn’t rag on me about my table manners, like talking with my mouth full. She thinks the roaches like it if I’ve slopped a little something down my front. ‘That’ll be a nice change for them from the same old gunk,’ she says.”


Spending those eight hours in the box gave the Roach Boy lots of time to think. He devoted much of it to a simpleminded game that he thought up and called “What if . . . ?”


In it he asked himself such questions as, What if, instead of being a little Honda, our family car was a tank, and I could drive it? or What if we were playing basketball in gym, and I had four long arms? or What if I put the keyboard of my word processor on the floor of my sister’s hamster cage, and they printed out a ton of nonsense and one copy of each of my final exams? In answering those questions, he’d imagine a lot of different outcomes that’d have one thing in common: He, the hero in each one, would have a ball.


But certain kinds of “What if . . . ?” questions were . . . unsuitable for use inside a glass-sided box while under public scrutiny, he quickly learned. What if Cameron Diaz and I were shipwrecked on a desert island? would be one such question.


•   •   •


The day after the fire Annie didn’t get to school until after lunch. The Roach Boy and everybody else had learned by then that what was once her house, a charming center-hall colonial, was now a blackened shell. For more than fifteen minutes after her arrival Annie was the center of attention, and the Roach Boy didn’t get a chance to really talk to her until the school day ended and the rest of the students were all talking about the cherry bomb in the boys’ room toilet. Arby was relieved to see that after all that she’d been through, she still looked the same, with the same old backpack on her back and the same old baby in her arms.


“But what are you going to do?” he asked her. “You got a place to live?”


“Unfortunately, yes,” said Annie. “I now have an enormous room in the Sachs mansion—you know, my uncle Orel and aunt Bunny’s place, that big white elephant up on the hill. That means, of course, I’ll also be cohabiting with Cousin Fleur.”


“Oof,” the Roach Boy said, and, “Bummer. But how come your folks decided to stay with the Sachses? I thought your mom despised her sister.”


“Oh, yeah, she does,” said Annie. “She wouldn’t think of staying there herself. What’s happened is that she and Pop have gotten deeply philosophical all of a sudden. They now believe that everything happens for a reason. Pretty deep stuff, huh? And that the reason for the fire was to . . . well, uproot them from their comfortable and self-indulgent day-to-day existence. They feel that they’re now meant to bite the bullet and make a real commitment to a worthwhile cause.”


“Which is?” the Roach Boy asked.


“Serious weight loss,” Annie told him. “By them both.”


“What?” the Roach Boy said. “That’s why your parents think the fire happened—to get them to lose weight?”


“Yep,” said Annie. “And they’ve already decided where to go to do that. It’s a fat farm called Negative Feedback, way out in Arizona, or New Mexico, or maybe southern California, I’m not sure. Pop says it costs an arm and a leg, but it’s worth it. There’s a flat weekly rate, and then, on top of that, you pay them by the pound! The more weight you lose, the more you pay them. It’s some version of reverse psychology, apparently, and paying lots and lots of money is like a prestige thing. Their motto is ‘Let us do liposuction on your assets.’ Mom said some Hollywood mogul coughed up two and a half million for a six-week stay. That’s supposedly the record.”


The Roach Boy shook his head. “But you—poor you—you’ll meanwhile be going one-on-three with the Sachses all the time they’re out there.”


“Well, not exactly,” Annie told him. “I’ll have him with me.” And she nodded at the baby lying in her arms with his eyes closed.


The Roach Boy didn’t seem impressed. “And you can always call me any night you need to talk,” he said.


Annie decided then that she’d just tell him. She needed to tell someone, and Arby was the only someone in her life who wouldn’t either laugh or try to cart her to the nearest psychiatric center.


“Don’t laugh,” she said, wanting to make sure he wouldn’t, “but it turns out he can talk.” She nodded at the baby once again. “Looks can be deceiving, Arb. Say hello to Pantagruel Primo, Esquire. You can call him by his last name or, if you’d rather, just by his initials.”


Arby gave his friend a real close look and so became 99.9 percent convinced she wasn’t kidding. It appeared to him that she was counting on him, even.


“Hello, P. P.,” he said, a little slowly, cautiously. There was that tiny possibility that this was one of Annie’s little jokes and that she was getting set to bust out laughing.


“Greetings and salutations, my young friend,” said Pantagruel Primo, Esquire, his eyes snapping open. “You’ve been taken by surprise, of course. One doesn’t as a rule encounter baby dolls inhabited by beings who have more to say than ‘goo-goo-ga-ga’ or a postprandial brr-ELCH!”


The Roach Boy had to smile. This Primo guy apparently possessed a skill he’d tried to master—unsuccessfully—for years: loud burping on demand. But still . . . How could a doll, like, talk?


“As I’ve explained to Annie,” P. P., Esquire, went on, “many years ago, in places such as Iceland, Ireland, and some others, goblins, elves, and leprechauns, as well as other special beings large and small, were much more common than they are here in the USA today. Many spells were cast, for fun and profit, on humans in all walks of life: knights and queens and clergymen, adventurers and housewives and the working poor, not to mention the odd dragon. Grand times were had by all of us. But in this country, recently—regrettably, I’d say—we’ve lost our sense of mission and started arguing among ourselves. Little competitions have sprung up. We’ve started doing . . . things to one another, trying to prove who’s cleverest and best.” With that, he sighed and shook his head, and maybe even blushed.


“I’ve gotten shamefully, if cleverly, involved in that,” Primo admitted with another sigh, but also just a smidgen of a smile. “I turned a troll name Slurpagar the Quaint into a toad with no stickum on its tongue on the day of the annual mayfly hatch.” Then, apparently, he couldn’t help himself: He chuckled. “You should have seen him firing blanks as many hundred helpings of his favorite food flew by. But of course that meant he owed me big time. I rather think he overdid it, but in any case, he fixed it so that I’m trapped here in this bogus baby body, able to move nothing but my head—including eyes and nose and mouth, of course. And here I’ll stay for days, or weeks, or months—who knows how long? Only Slurpagar the Quaint, I guess. My plan, originally, was to not react at all to what he’d done to me—give him no reaction satisfaction. My intention was to wait him out in total silence.”


“What made you change your mind?” the curious Arby asked.


“Two things,” Primo told him. “The first was learning Annie is an Ireland. I assumed her father’s people came from there originally. And me, I still have kinfolk on and under the Ould Sod. It’s possible her folks and mine . . . interacted in some bygone day. I find I’m drawn to Annie Ireland.” And he looked up at her and smiled.


“And then there came that unexpected and unwelcome happening,” he continued. “That infernal fire. Had I not spoken—screamed my head off, almost—and waked Annie up, it’s possible she would have passed out from the smoke, or even died. And if she’d only fainted and the firefighters broke in and hauled her out, I’d certainly have been left behind. Would I—the real me—have survived that holocaust? I just don’t know. There’s one thing I do know, though. What happened was that I saved her, then she saved me. Now I look upon the two of us as partners, beings with our fates entwined.”


“D’you think there’s any chance that someone set the fire?” Arby asked quite pointedly.


“Someone by the name of Slurpagar the Quaint? I don’t think so,” Primo answered, thinking: Hey, this kid is sharp. “We have rules against ‘unnecessary roughness’ in our dealings with one another. Setting a fire might also be considered ‘unsportsmanlike conduct.’ Or ‘illegal procedure,’ at the very least.”


“The firemen didn’t think it was set,” said Annie. “And, anyway, all that matters is that you’re fine,” she told her newfound friend.


“He thinks that he can still play tricks on people,” she then said to Arby. “But he knows he can’t cast off the spell he’s under—this is in that rule book that he has to follow—and he also can’t do anything, right now, to Slurpagar.”


“But there are many worthwhile targets in your world,” Primo told the boy. “Like, maybe on an outing one day soon we’ll come upon a newly minted dot-com millionaire, just strutting down the street whilst talking on his cell phone. In that case, I might make a pair of long-haired dachshunds suddenly appear in front of him and have him first get tangled in their leashes, then trip and fall, landing on a slice of pizza or where a college student just threw up. That’d be a bit of fun, wouldn’t you say?”


“Wow!” said Arby. “You could do a thing like that? How totally, completely neat!”


Although he’d never met an elf or gnome or troll before, he found it easy to believe that they existed and could do all sorts of far-out stuff. Being the Roach Boy had made him open to uncommon occupations. He supposed that if he were Irish or Icelandic, he would have come upon a lot of little people, but for a teenage resident of Converse, meeting someone like this guy P. P. (or Primo) had to be the thrill of his young lifetime. And something that he hoped to take advantage of, or at least enjoy to the max. As his uncle liked to say, “Contacts make da woild go round.”


“Meeting you is just an honor and a pleasure, sir,” he continued, giving Primo his sincerest smile. “I hope I get to see you lots, before your spell gets broken and you . . . resume your real identity or whatever.”


“There’s no reason that you shouldn’t,” Primo said, “though how much we see each other will be mostly up to you. As you know, I am immobile, never far from Annie. Because you are a friend of hers and seem cut from the same good cloth, I welcome both your friendship and your company.”


“Well, I’ll try not to overdo it,” Arby said. “I imagine that you like a little privacy at times. I mean, I know I wouldn’t like to go back to being fed and burped and changed.”


“Oh, the feeding and the burping parts don’t bother me at all,” P. P. replied. “They can be a welcome change from simply lying on my back and staring into space. But being changed is quite a different matter. Modesty is not the issue; I have none. And I don’t mind Annie going through the motions; she has a schedule she has to follow at the pain of failure. I don’t even care about her moronic classmate watching. What really, really rankles me, however, is knowing that, every time I’m changed, old Slurpagar is cracking up.” He sighed. “Although I must admit I laughed until I damn near damped my breeches when he couldn’t nab a single mayfly with that nonstick tongue of his.”





5.


At the Sachs House


Annie’s uncle Orel was a balding, paunchy, red-faced man. Aunt Bunny had wrinkles and a perpetual tan, and she played a lot of tennis doubles with “the girls.” Her husband, for whatever reasons, bought her piece after piece of diamond jewelry, a practice she did not discourage. Even on the tennis court, when she tossed a ball up in the air and served, she sparkled.


The first night she had Annie in her house, Aunt Bunny told her they’d be having Spanish food for dinner.


“Andalusian consommé,” she said, “followed by braised rabbit. And for dessert a warm chocolate hazelnut cake with figs and apricots. A little feast we’re having in your honor.”


When they sat down to eat, the three of them and Annie’s cousin, Fleur, Uncle Orel said, “Harumph,” and started lecturing, first on the wine he’d chosen to accompany the meal and then on wine in general. Annie heard that wine has “body,” “balance,” and “complexity,” and that it could be “flabby,” “silky,” “crisp,” or “grassy,” and that after you drank it, it had “finish.” Duh, she thought.


When he had finished speaking, Uncle Orel looked at Annie with an expression on his face that she’d seen countless times at school, on the faces of her teachers. It was the “any questions?” look. They always wanted questions.


Desperately, she rummaged through her mind in search of something she could ask him.


“Is it true you send your socks to be dry-cleaned?” was the best she could come up with. Her mom had told her that he did, but she had not believed it. Feet got stinky; so did socks. Both needed to be washed.


Uncle Orel blinked and then looked over at his wife. Annie was quite sure he didn’t know the answer to her question. Cousin Fleur made a muffled sound. It could have been a laugh, but one she then thought better of.


Cousin Fleur didn’t much resemble either of her parents. That was partly by design. Hearing that her sister was trying to get pregnant, Aunt Bunny had decided she would too. She discussed her bright idea with her husband, and the two of them agreed that she should have a daughter, the most beautiful and talented daughter that money could buy.


So, first of all—as Annie’s mom explained it—they used “reproductive technology” to improve the odds of Uncle Orel contributing a big majority of X chromosomes to the process of conception. Even more expensive, though, was the “help” they got from a young woman whom Aunt Bunny liked to describe as “a sort of surrogate me.” She was a Rhodes Scholarship–winning fashion model who had high cheekbones, a small chin, full lips, long legs, and a tiny waist (none of which described Aunt Bunny), and her SATs had been good enough to put her folder in the “Accept” pile at any college in the Ivy League, as well as Stanford, where she was also captain of the soccer team.


“What they did was implant her—her eggs, that is—inside your aunt and then fertilize them with your uncle’s doctored sperm,” Annie’s mom had told her. “And if that’s not cheating, I don’t know what is.”


But whatever it was, Fleur was born about the same time Annie was, and as the years went by it did seem that the Sachses got their money’s worth. Comparisons are odious, Annie knew, but she still couldn’t shake the feeling that her mom saw her as Budget Rent a Car, and Fleur as Hertz.


Although Annie had been trained to more or less resent her cousin’s looks, she figured it wasn’t Fleur’s fault that she’d turned out to be a tall, good-looking honor student with a great body who was also very rich. In fact, Annie liked Fleur as a person and had come to feel that Fleur liked her.


As if to prove she did, Fleur now turned and winked at Annie. It was a friendly and approving wink. It seemed that Fleur, at least, had thought that Annie’d asked a dandy question.


Not so, Aunt Bunny thought.


“What a person does with socks is really his or her own business,” she said rather sternly to her niece. “And not a thing one talks about at dinner. But since you brought the subject up, I’ll tell you that your uncle’s socks are pure cashmere. I send them out to be dry-cleaned and pressed, and then depilled. For your information, that’s the way an educated person cares for cashmere socks. What else would one do with them?”


That was the last time Annie had a question put to her. In fact, her aunt and uncle talked only to each other during the rest of dinner. Annie got to thinking they really had had Fleur for decoration mostly—someone who could play the part of “daughter” and be admired by their friends. The man who served them dinner, Rollin, was gray and dignified and had an English accent. He was perfect for the part of the “butler”; Annie wondered if he ever “did it.” The next morning she had breakfast in the kitchen, in the company of Jean-Batiste, the Sachses’ four-star chef, a Frenchman. He told her that preparing food for her was not a part of his responsabilité. “I cook only for the mature palate,” he said to Annie. “I make that very clear to Madame Sachs. Jean-Batiste does not do macaroni-cheese.” Beside him on the kitchen counter was a box that, Annie realized, had recently contained his breakfast. On the side of it was printed DUNKIN’ DONUTS.


•   •   •


By the evening of that day Annie felt herself becoming desperate.


“Everything is just so perfect here, even more so than at home,” she moaned to Primo. “I can’t stand it.”


Pantagruel Primo stared at her unblinkingly. “Interesting complaint,” he said.


He was propped up on a mahogany side chair in her room that, according to Aunt Bunny, had been personally constructed by Duncan Phyfe, the number one early-American chair guy. Annie was chin-down on the bed but facing toward its foot and him, looking out through the tops of her eyes. Her feet were on either side of her pillow.


“I know, I know,” she said dramatically. “How dare I? Here I am, lying on an Orthocomforpedic mattress and a down pillow,”—she kicked it with one clean bare foot—“I’m to be served a gourmet dinner every night, the TV’s got DVD, and thanks to the Neversleep Home Protection System, I’m safe from rapists, wolves, and alien or terrorist attack. How can I complain?”


Primo raised his eyebrows but said nothing.


“And, oh yeah,” she added, feeling frightfully embarrassed, “no one’s cast an awful spell on me.”


Her companion nodded, his expression softening.


“So, what is it that you want?” he asked.


“I want to stop feeling how I feel,” said Annie. “So much less.” She gave her delightfully fluffy pillow another kick.


“Less than whom, the Sachses?” Primo wanted to know. “I haven’t had much opportunity to study them, but based on first impressions, gleaned when we came in . . .” He made a sour face.


Annie shook her head. “Not less than them, exactly. Less than who I should be, according to them, who they’d like for me to be. Who my parents keep expecting me to become,” she said, “the sooner the better. The kid who all the other parents wish they had.”


“Do you want to be this paragon?” asked Primo. “This perfect being? In their eyes, that is.”
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