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1. I Want to Fly
Andrea knelt on the floor of her bedroom, reorganizing her comic books.
She loved her room, the only bedroom on the third floor of the house. It was built out of part of the attic, with an east-facing dormer window. This room had two great advantages.
First, it was up so high that Andrea could see far out over the town--over trees and neighbors' roofs to her friend Lauren's house, or to the school six blocks away. On sunny days like today, she could even glimpse the shining pond in the bird sanctuary. The second advantage was peace and quiet. Andrea needed peace and quiet for projects like making her own paper dolls, or studying her bird nest collection, or reorganizing her comic books.
Until today she had kept the comics in series: a pile of Bugs Bunny, a pile of Dennis the Menace, and so on. But this afternoon she had a better idea: she would sort them according to how well she liked them. Then she would have only three big piles, which would fit better in her bookcase.
Three piles seemed right. A Favorite pile, a Pretty Good pile, and an Okay pile. She didn't have any comic books that she thought of as Not Very Good or Terrible.
That wasn't exactly true. Andrea picked up the end of one dark brown ponytail and sucked it nervously. She did have one Terrible comic book. She had just thrown it into her wastebasket. Now, for some reason, she wasn't sure she wanted to throw it away.
That was silly. Andrea went to her desk and wrote out three labels: Favorite, Pretty Good, and Okay. She set three piles of comic books on a shelf of the bookcase and taped the labels onto the edge of the shelf.
As she pressed down the last label, the bookcase wobbled and one of the paper dolls on top pitched headfirst into the robin's nest. Andrea sighed and set the girl doll back on its feet. She was pleased with these paper dolls, which she had drawn and cut out of cardboard and made clothes for herself, but it was very hard to get them to stand up right. The extra piece of cardboard propping them from behind didn't quite do the trick.
The robin's nest seemed to be coming apart, too. Andrea replaced a stick that had fallen out, setting it in with a glob of paste for good measure.
The paper dolls were a family like hers, a mother and a father and a daughter. Except that her own family also had her big brother Jim. “Why doesn't the girl have a big brother?” Lauren had asked last weekend. “Or a little brother, like mine?”
Andrea had shrugged. “She doesn't really need a brother.”
The story in the Terrible comic book was about a family. She couldn't help thinking about it. Unwillingly, Andrea pulled the comic out of the used tissues and pencil shavings in her wastebasket and looked at it again.
Chilling Tales, it said on the cover. The letters were green and purple and sort of dripping. The worst story, "No Longer Human," was about a boy who changed into a huge beetle.
It wasn't his fault—he just woke up one morning and discovered he was now a beetle. He tried to ask his father and mother and sister for help, but he could only make beetle noises. And they hated him. They didn't want to believe that this disgusting insect was really their son and brother.
They locked him in his bedroom and kept him there. He got more and more frantic, until finally he tried to break out one morning when they brought him food. That frightened his father so much that he threw a lamp at the beetle, breaking his shell.
After that the boy-beetle stayed quietly in his room. The wound in his shell became badly infected, and he grew sicker and sicker until he died. Then his mother told the trash collector to haul his body to the dump.
If only she hadn't bought this comic book and read this story. How horrible not to be yourself! How unthinkably horrible to see your own family turn away from you in fear and disgust! Andrea tried not to think about it, but the story seemed to crouch in the back of her mind, waiting to be remembered.
Every time she thought of it she wanted to shout, “No! It didn't happen!” Of course it hadn't happened, but somehow it seemed as real to Andrea as anything that had.
Maybe she wouldn't throw that comic away yet, but she wasn't going to keep it on her bookshelf, either. She was about to hurl it onto the top shelf of her closet when she noticed a picture on the back cover.
This picture wasn't horrible at all. It showed a girl with red and blue and yellow wings swooping over the treetops, laughing. On a nearby branch a robin was watching her with its beak open, almost falling off its perch in amazement.
The picture was part of an advertisement. “Fly with your own wings!” it said. “Send for easy-to-assemble Wonda-Wings kit.” At the bottom of the page there was a form to fill out and send “with check or money order to:
Aero-Joy Products, Inc.
New Heights, NJ 07189
Do not send cash thru mail.”
Andrea studied the picture for a moment. Then she stepped over a half-finished jigsaw puzzle on her floor to look out the window.
For just an instant she imagined herself floating on the warm September wind, high above the front lawn and the lilac hedge, over Maple Avenue, over the television aerial on the house across the street. It was a wonderful, free, powerful feeling. Then she laughed quickly, as if someone had caught her having such a childish thought. She knew people couldn't fly. Any four-year-old knew that. Still . . . no one needed to find out that she sent away for the wings. She had her own money.
How much was the kit? “A stupendous value at only $5.98!” She had a lot more money than that. Her grandmother in Florida had sent her ten dollars for her birthday and she hadn't had a chance to spend it yet.
Of course Andrea knew that advertisements didn't always tell the exact truth about things. She had been gypped before. The worst disappointment had been the time she sent in her $1.89 for a Treasure Chest of Magic. “Astound your friends!” the advertisement had said. "Dozens of mystifying illusions!" The picture had shown a golden jewel-encrusted chest with cards and rabbits and Aladdin's lamps spilling out of it.
But when the package came and Andrea tore it open, the treasure chest inside was very small and made of cheap plastic, and all the props for magic tricks looked about as convincing as the prizes in cereal packages. Andrea didn't bother trying to astound her friends with that junk. She didn't like being laughed at. Feeling sorry for her, Dad had taught her how to pull a quarter out of someone's ear. That partly made up for being cheated, but not completely.
Andrea examined the Wonda-Wings advertisement more closely. “Absolute money-back guarantee if not completely satisfied,” it said. What could she lose?
Andrea took the comic book to her desk and began to fill out the form:
Yes! I want to fly!
Please rush [1] Wonda-Wings kits to
[Andrea Reve] [size 10] [age 9]
19 Maple Avenue
Rushfield, MA 02443
My check [ ] money order [ ] for $5.98 is enclosed.
Here Andrea stopped. She didn't have a checkbook, but Mother did. Andrea could give Mother the money, and Mother could write the check. That's what they'd done when she sent away for the Treasure Chest of Magic.
Except that Mother wouldn't do it this time—Andrea was pretty sure she wouldn't. “I can't let you waste your money like that, Andy,” she would say. “Didn't you learn anything from the Treasure Chest episode?” Dad would be even harder to persuade than Mother.
That left Jim, who was sixteen. Andrea didn't think he had a checking account, but he would probably know how to get a money order. Would he make fun of her? He might. When he noticed her at all he treated her as if she were a silly puppy or something. On the other hand, she didn't think he would care whether she wasted her money or not. It was worth a try.
Andrea cut the form out of the comic book, pushed back her chair, and tossed Chilling Tales onto the top shelf of her closet. Then she hurried to the window. Pushing up the screen, she leaned out the window so she could see the driveway. There was Jim, shooting baskets.
Andrea pattered down the two flights of stairs and ran out the kitchen door to the driveway. Jim was hooking a shot at the basket. “Hey, Jim,” she yelled, and he missed.
Frowning, he caught the ball as it slid off the garage. “What d'you want, shrimp?”
“Well, I was just wondering if you would help me get a money order.”
Jim didn't answer—he just stood there, one hand in his pocket and the other bouncing the basketball at his side.
“I need it to send away for something.”
Jim shrugged. “Give the money to Mother. She'll write a check for you.” He turned away, rose on the balls of his feet, and shoved the basketball into the air in one neat motion so that it dropped cleanly through the basket. “Nice, Reve, nice.”
“No, she won't.” Andrea stepped in front of him to make him pay attention. “She'd say it was a waste of money.”
“Oh, good. So you want me to drive you to the post office to get the money order so Mother can get ticked at me for helping you waste your money.” He looked at her with one eyebrow raised. “What're you sending away for, anyway? A nuclear weapon kit? Let's see.” He reached out for the form in her hand.
Andrea stepped back, holding the form behind her. “Why can't you just—” She stopped. “The post office? That's where you get money orders?”
“Yeah, didn't you know that?” Jim looked at her sharply, then twirled the basketball up into the air and caught it, smiling to himself. “Well, Mother, I just blew it. Sorry. Sport, you're smarter than I thought.” He dribbled the basketball down the driveway.
Andrea ran back into the house and all the way up to her room, skipping every other stair. Hooray! She could send for the wings by herself. She took the cork from her pig bank and coaxed out the ten-dollar bill with a pencil, stuffed the money into her shorts pocket, and dashed back downstairs. Grabbing an envelope and stamp from Mother's desk, she ran out to the garage to get her bike. As she wheeled it down the driveway Jim called, “Way to go, squirt! Waste that money!”
Mission accomplished. Andrea was pumping back up the rise on Maple Avenue, almost home, when she saw her mother’s yellow Rabbit turning in the driveway. She was coming home from teaching her class at the junior college. Getting out of the car with an armful of books and folders, Mother caught sight of Andrea and waved. Andrea waved back, pedaling past the hedge and into the driveway.
“Warm, isn’t it?” The mild wind lifted Mother’s dark bangs from her forehead. “How was your day, Andy?” She waited while Andrea parked her bike in the garage.
“Oh, fine. How about you?” Andrea felt a little guilty, even though she wasn’t telling a lie.
“Fine. We had a terrific discussion in class today.” Mother smiled, but she seemed to be thinking about something else. She put an arm around Andrea’s shoulder as they walked into the kitchen. “Hi, Jim. Warm, isn’t it?”
Jim was standing at the sink, drinking water. “Yeah. Hi. Can I use the car?”
Mother put her books and folders down on the kitchen table. “You can probably have the car this afternoon. But first I want to tell you both something, while we’re here together.” She glanced at Andrea to include her. “I just wanted to let you know that Dad and I will be going to Nantucket for a few days next month.”
Jim, leaning against the sink, looked at Mother sharply. Andrea studied her face, too. There was a note of uneasiness in Mother’s voice, and her usually direct blue eyes were looking at the refrigerator.
“Am I going to stay with Lauren?” That was the usual arrangement when Andrea’s parents went away for a weekend.
“Am I supposed to stay with Skip?” There was suspicion in Jim’s voice.
“Well, no, I didn’t think I should ask your friends’ parents to keep you for so long. We’ll be gone longer than usual this time—from Thursday morning to Tuesday night, to be exact. I thought it would be better if you stayed here.”
“Oh, that’s okay.” Jim’s face brightened. “We’ll be fine.”
“Six whole days?” exclaimed Andrea. She slumped into a chair. She couldn’t believe Mother would leave her with Jim for six days.
“I’m sure you will be fine,” said Mother to Jim, “because Aunt Bets has offered to stay with you while we’re gone.”
“Aunt Bets? We don’t have an Aunt Bets.” Jim folded his arms and scowled. “Anyway, I don’t need anyone to stay with me.”
“I don’t want to stay with Jim and I don’t want to say with Aunt Bets,” said Andrea loudly. Either way it sounded like a pretty dismal week.
“You don’t even know Aunt Bets.” Mother had started the discussion in a reasonable tone of voice, but now she sounded irritated. “She isn’t actually your aunt. She’s Dad’s aunt, so she’s your great-aunt. We don’t see her often because she lives near New York. But I’ve been feeling bad because her husband died a couple of years ago—I don’t know if you remember when Dad and I sent down for the funeral—and she’s really pretty much by herself except for friends.”
Mother glanced up, met Jim’s stony stare, and went on hastily. “Well, anyway, I called her this morning to see how she was and if she wanted to come up here for a visit sometime, and it came out in the conversation that Phil and I were planning this vacation on Nantucket, and she said she’d really like to come and stay with you while we are gone.”
Andrea had a vision of a little old lady with a bun and laced black shoes sitting at their kitchen table and smiling sadly. For six whole days. She looked at Jim.
“That’s a super idea,” he said to Mother sarcastically. “Only why don’t you take aunt Bets to Nantucket with you?” He put his hands behind his head and looked down at her with half-closed eyes.
Mother waved a hand helplessly. “Actually I tried to talk her into visiting while we were here, but she wouldn’t hear of it. I think it makes her feel good to think she’s doing something for us. And she especially wanted to spend time getting to know both of you.”
“Well, I especially don’t want to spend any time getting to know her,” growled Jim. “Why don’t you call her back and tell her that?”
“Aunt Bets isn’t that bad. In fact, she’s rather interesting.” Mother was back to her reasonable voice. “It won’t hurt you to be exposed to her for a few days.”
“That and chicken pox.” Jim looked really angry now. His chin stuck out and his voice rose. “Why do I have to stay with Aunt Bets so you can feel good about being nice to her? The whole idea stinks!”
Andrea stared at Jim’s red face, forgetting to be upset herself. In a distasteful kind of way it was fascinating to watch someone that big throwing a temper fit. Like Lauren’s two-year-old brother. She almost expected Jim to yell “Me want!” and drum his heels on the floor.
“That’s enough.” Mother’s own cheeks were pink. “Aunt Bets is staying with you and Andrea while we’re gone. It’s all settled. And I expect you to be civil to her. And that’s the end of the discussion.”
Jim’s heel slammed into the cupboard door under the sink. “Yes, ma’am; yes, ma’am.” He banged his glass down on the counter. “I’m so glad I live in a free country, ma’am. May I have permission to leave the room, ma’am? Oh, thank you, ma’am.” He stalked out of the kitchen.
“Oh, for pity’s sake,” said Mother. She sat down and put her feet up on another chair.
Andrea gazed thoughtfully after Jim. She didn’t want to stay with Aunt Bets, either, but why throw a fit about it? “What’s the matter with Jim?”
Mother looked at Andrea in surprise. Then she smiled and let out a long sigh. “Hormones. Jim has a lot of hormones coursing around in his bloodstream, making him grow and so on. They give him feelings that are hard to control. It happens to everybody about that age.”
“You mean Jim can’t help acting like that?” asked Andrea unbelievingly.
Mother snorted. “Oh, he can help it, all right. He has free will.” Her blue eyes sparkled fiercely. “Human beings always have a choice.” Then she smiled ruefully at Andrea. “Even when they’re dealing with Aunt Bets.” She held out her arms. “Come here a minute, Andy.”
Andrea got up and walked slowly over to her mother. She was angry herself, she remembered, that Mother and Dad were going away for six whole days, leaving her with Jim and some gloomy old lady. But it was nice to stand leaning against her mother, her cheek brushing Mother’s soft dark hair. Andrea breathed in the faint scent of her hand lotion.
2. Wonda-Wings
“Andy is a doo-doo bird, Andy is a doo-doo bird.” Julie Dodd was chanting as she skipped behind Andrea on the sidewalk. Lauren wasn’t actually chanting, but she was skipping with Julie and laughing.
Andrea clutched the carton containing her bird nest collection and walked a little faster. It was all Miss Silvano’s fault. “I’m sure the class would love to see your bird next collection, Andrea,” she had said. “Please bring it to school.” Why had Andrea trusted her? Miss Silvano didn’t know a thing about what kids liked.
Andrea had wanted to believe the other kids would like her bird nests. They would have liked them, if they weren’t such stupid idiots.
At first the kids had been interested, crowding around the science table and reaching out to feel the nests. Each one was different: a messy sticks-and-leaves robin’s next, a small, deep red-eyed vireo’s next, and a baglike oriole’s nest.
Then Scott, the loudmouth of the class, had jerked his hand away. “Oh, no! I touched bird doo-doo!”
Everyone pulled back and stared at the white splotch on the robin’s next. “It’s just paste,” said Andrea. “Birds keep their nests clean.” But no one paid any attention.
Julie Dodd snickered. “Andrea plays with bird doo-doo.” Several other children laughed, including Lauren. Andrea had never liked Julie.
“Everyone in your seats,” said Miss Silvano sharply. “If you’re going to act like kindergartners, I can’t give you any more time to look at Andrea’s fine collection.”
At recess it had been worse. Scott had run past her down the slope, shouting so the other boys would hear, “Hey, Andy! Let’s see your fine doo-doo collection!”
Andrea didn’t care so much about the boys, who never played with girls anyway. But when the girls started a game of tag, Julie kept saying things like “What’s that white spot on your pants, Andy?” and “Don’t touch me! Yuck! You’ve got it on your hands!” Pretty soon all the girls were screaming and running away from her. Even Lauren.
Andrea did not look back, but she knew Julie and Lauren were still behind her on the sidewalk. Julie began to talk in a smooth, phony interviewer’s voice. “Tell me, Miss Reve, just how did you get this fine collection?” Then Julie answered herself in another voice, a high, breathy voice that was supposed to be Andrea’s: “Well, I just—first I collected some robin doo-doo . . . and then I collected some oriole doo-doo. . . .” There were choking and scuffling sounds. They were falling over each other laughing.
Julie didn’t live in Andrea and Lauren’s neighborhood. She must be going home for the afternoon with Lauren. Andrea hoped they would have a wonderful time together. Maybe they would choke and die laughing in each other’s arms.
Honk.
Andrea heard the bicycle-horn sound in the sky. She did not look up, but she knew it was a flock of Canada geese.
HONK honk honk honk HONK. A whole orchestra of bicycle horns tuning up. If Andrea and Lauren had been walking home together, they would have tried to count the geese before the V-shaped flock flew out of sight.
“And what are your plans for the future, Miss Reve?” Julie was still having a wonderful time with her interview imitation. “Well, in the future I hope to collect some goose”—Julie’s voice sputtered with laughter—“some goose doo-doo.”
Andrea clenched her teeth and imagined herself rising up in the air on loudly beating wings. Above Julie, above her so-called friend Lauren, so high that their stupid giggles dwindled away to mouse squeaks in the silence of the sky.
Andrea heard Lauren gasping with laughter. She couldn’t stand it any longer. She whirled around and charged at the other girls as if she were going to bash into them with the carton. “Shut up!”
They stopped, looking startled.
Then Andrea knew she was going to start crying, and she turned and ran up the sidewalk as fast as she could—awkwardly because she had to hold the bird nest carton with both hands. Tears dripped saltily into her mouth. She ran down Winter Street and straight through the intersection at Cross Street, hardly looking to see whether any cars were coming. She ran another block, gasping, to Maple Avenue, crossed the street and turned left.
She was almost home—she had to pull herself together. Andrea glanced back toward Winter Street. Julie and Lauren were nowhere in sight. She put down the carton, found an old tissue in her jeans pocket, and wiped her face. If Mother had been home Andrea could have come in crying, but she couldn’t let Jim or Aunt Bets see her like this. She picked up the box again and marched up the rise to her driveway.
The big maple tree at the end of the driveway was turning color. Half of it was still green, but the other half was a brilliant red. Andrea stopped to stare at it, forgetting for a moment what an awful day it had been. Then her eyes moved from the tree to the strange car in the driveway, and her heart sank again. Aunt Bets was in there.
In fact, Andrea saw someone waving excitedly to her from the bay window in the kitchen. But was that Aunt Bets? That tall woman with reddish blonde hair?
Just as Andrea came up to the kitchen door, it opened and the woman burst forth, holding out her arms. “Well, Andrea, dear!”
Andrea stared in amazement at the purplish eye shadow and forceful chin, the lilac-colored dress and high-heeled sandals. “Hi . . . Aunt Bets?”
Aunt Bets seized Andrea by the shoulders, surrounding her with a cloud of cologne, and leaned over the bird nest carton to kiss her on both cheeks. Then she held her off at arm’s length. “Philip’s little girl! But don’t you look like your mama, with those blue eyes and dark hair.” She peered into the carton. “And is this a special project from school?” Aunt Bets put her hand on Andrea’s back and steered her into the kitchen. “Such pink cheeks, hasn’t she, James? She’ll never need to wear rouge.”
Jim was standing at the kitchen counter in front of the toaster. He did not answer or turn around. He must still be mad about Aunt Bets staying with them.
Andrea noticed a large package wrapped in brown paper on the kitchen table. She wondered if it was something Aunt Bets had brought, but her great-aunt sat down without saying anything about it. “Well!” Aunt Bets smiled at Andrea. “This is a good chance for us to get acquainted. I said to your mother, ‘Elise,’ I said, ‘I would be delighted to take a little time off from work to stay with the children.’ ”
Andrea put her carton down on the table and glanced at Jim’s back, hunched over the counter. He was slapping peanut butter on his toast.
“I wonder if you can help me finish this crossword puzzle.” Aunt Bets picked up a folded newspaper from the table. “I was doing it while I was waiting for you to come home. I adore crossword puzzles, but there’s always one miserable word I can’t get. What’s a four-letter word for ‘a tedious undertaking’? James doesn’t seem to know.”
Andrea looked at Jim, who was stuffing peanut butter and toast into his mouth. He looked back at her, swallowed, and silently mouthed the letters B-E-T-S.
Andrea started to giggle and then let out a long sigh left over from crying. “I guess I don’t know, either.”
“Never mind, I’ll finish it later.” Aunt Bets took a handbag from the window seat and put it on her arm. “I was just waiting for you to come home before I went to the market. You and James tell me what you’d like for our first dinner together, and that’s what we’ll have. What’ll it be? James?”
“Doesn’t matter.” Jim sounded bored. He was carefully spreading peanut butter to all corners of his second piece of toast.
“Chicken soup and biscuits,” said Andrea quickly. That was one of her favorite meals.
“Chicken soup and biscuits it is. I won’t be long.” Aunt Bets swept out the kitchen door, leaving a trail of cologne-scented air behind her.
Jim turned and looked at Andrea with an expression of complete disgust. His lips were pressed together so his chin jutted out like Aunt Bets’s, and he was screwing the lid onto the peanut butter jar so hard that she wondered if it was going to shatter. She thought of the mournful little old lady she had imagined Aunt Bets to be, and she couldn’t help grinning. “This is a good chance for us to get acquainted,” she said brightly.
Jim stared at her. Then his mouth relaxed and a gleam appeared in his eyes. “Right. First, I’ve got to tell you you’d look so much more youthful with just a touch of rouge on the cheekbones.” He scooped a gob of peanut butter from the toast with his forefinger and reached out toward Andrea’s face.
“Hey!” As she ducked away, laughing, some of the peanut butter got in her hair.
Jim was laughing, too. “Sport, we’re in trouble. Can you believe Mother stuck us with this weird lady for six days? You should have been here when the United Parcel truck came. She introduced us and I had to shake hands with the guy—he just wanted to get out of here—and then she started going on to him about how I took after her side of the family. Oh, by the way, that’s your package.”
“Really?” Andrea looked again at the big package on the table. Who would be sending her a package, especially such a large one? Her birthday was in August. She lifted the carton from the table—it wasn’t heavy—and looked at the return address. Aero-Joy Products, Inc. “Oh! It’s the—it’s the kit I sent away for.”
“Kit for what?” Jim’s voice was muffled with peanut butter and toast. “C’mon, open it, let’s see how bad they gypped you.” He reached for the package, but Andrea turned away, hugging it to her chest.
“Leave it alone, it’s mine.” She stacked the bird nest carton on top of the package and edged toward the door. “I’m going to open it in my room.”
Jim shrugged and turned back to the toaster. “Have fun, sucker.”
Up in her room Andrea knelt on the floor, carefully cutting the taped ends of the package with her scissors. Her breath was short from excitement and from hurrying up the stairs. Jim might be right. Maybe she was a sucker to pay $5.98 for a wings kit. On the other hand, why would the advertisement say “money-back guarantee” if the wings didn’t work?
Underneath the brown paper was a cardboard box, about the size of a box for boots. WONDA-WINGS it said on the top of the box in red letters. There were little wings on both W’s.
Andrea lifted off the lid. There was a plastic bag the size of a pillow filled with red, blue, and yellow feathers. There were also two folded pieces of pinkish material, a smaller plastic bag of sticklike things, a plastic bottle labeled Aero-hesive, and a glass bottle labeled Aero-Joy Juice. The spaces in the box were filled with what looked like birds’ nests—fat coils of narrow, springy strips of wood.
Andrea stared doubtfully at the kit. Was this stuff really going to turn into wings? She hoped there were directions. Taking everything out of the box, she found a leaflet under the bottom layer of coiled shavings. She read, “Follow these directions for easy assembly.
“1. Pinion-Pelts. Spread Auto-activating Pinion-Pelts on 4’ x 4’ flat surface (Fig. 1).”
Good grief. These were directions for grown-ups. But difficult directions were not going to stop her. She would look at them carefully, one bit at a time, the way she worked jigsaw puzzles. First, Fig. 1.
On the same page of the leaflet there was a picture labeled Fig. 1. It showed two teardrop shapes spread out on a table. The teardrops must be the Auto-activating Pinion-Pelts. And there was only one thing in the box that could be—Andrea shook out one of the folded pieces. Yes, it was teardrop shaped, about the size of a dish towel. She shook out the other piece—it was just the same. She didn’t have a big table, but she could spread them out on the floor if she rolled the braided rug back toward the bed.
Except the jigsaw puzzle she had just finished would be in the way. She looked at the puzzle, a scene of a young robin teetering on the edge of its nest while its parents fluttered anxiously around it. Five hundred pieces. It was a shame to take it apart. But there was nowhere else to put the wings together. Andrea quickly scooped the pieces into the puzzle box and shoved it onto the bottom shelf of the bookcase.
Then she spread out one of the pink Pinion-Pelts. The material felt like thin leather. It had long, narrow pockets in it that formed a sort of backwards N across the teardrop shape. Each pocket was marked with a number followed by the letter R. She picked up the other Pinion-Pelt and examined it. It had numbered pockets, too, but the letter was L. Right and left, they must mean.
The directions went on.
“2. Aero-Frame Support System. Matching numbers and letters, insert Aero-Frame units in Pinion-Pelt (Fig. 2).” There was another picture, Fig. 2. It showed sticks sliding into the pockets in the Pinion-Pelt. Oh, the bag of funny-shaped sticks.
Andrea took one stick out of the bag. It was much lighter than it looked. Let’s see, this one was marked 3R. She tried the stick in the 3R pocket. It slid in easily. What would keep it from sliding out?
Fig. 3, right beside Fig. 2, showed a bottle marked Aero-hesive dripping a drop into a pocket. The Aero-hesive bottle looked a lot like a bottle of Elmer’s glue, but the sticky stuff that she squeezed out of the top was clear pink. And when she pressed the opening of the pocket together with the glue, it sealed as if it had grown together.
Once she got the hang of it, the rest of the sticks didn’t take long. Then the directions went on.
“3. Aero-Plume System.” This must be the feathers. Yes, it was. Aero-Plumes, the pillow-sized bag was marked. “Matching Aero-Plume colors to colors of Aero-Plume Follicles in Pinion-Pelt (Fig. 4)— ” Thank goodness for pictures.
In Fig. 4 the Pinion Pelts were divided into three parts. The top was labeled red, the middle blue, and the bottom yellow. A little feather was sticking out of the top, a medium-sized one out of the middle, and a big one out of the bottom. She looked from the picture to the pieces of material on the floor. They were covered with tiny dots, so faint she hadn’t noticed them before. Red dots on top . . .
Andrea took a yellow feather from the bag and poked it at a yellow dot. It slipped into the material with a thunk, like a little cork fitting into a bottle.
That was the first yellow feather. There were hundreds of them, but Andrea just kept poking them into the yellow dots, row after row. Then hundreds of blue feathers, row after row, and then hundreds of fluffy little red feathers. And then she had to turn the Pinion-Pelt over and do the same thing on the other side. As she worked she sucked the end of one pony-tail, the one Jim had accidentally smeared with peanut butter.
It took her a long time to cover one Pinion-Pelt completely with feathers. Almost completely, that is—there was a round blank spot on one side at the larger end. When she had finished, she stood up stiffly—her left foot had gone to sleep while she was working—and took a good look at it.
The sight made her catch her breath. It was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen. The feathers gleamed softly, not like dyed dime-store Indian headdress feathers, but like part of a live bird.
It was hard to be patient, now, she was so eager to finish the second wing. A couple of times she accidentally tried to stick a red feather into a blue dot, or a blue feather into a yellow dot, and almost bent the quill. But finally the second wing lay glowing on her bedroom floor beside the first.
The wings were not flat, but slightly cupped, curving from red to blue to yellow, with purple and green where the colors overlapped. They were so beautiful that Andrea almost forgot what they were supposed to be for and just admired them. Then she thought about how it would look if a bird were spreading these wings, and she felt sad. She hadn’t been gypped exactly, but she didn’t see how she could put the wings on even to pretend to fly. There weren’t any straps or pins or other fasteners in the carton.
She picked up the directions and looked at them again. Oh, there was more on the back side.
“4. Attachment. Place assembled Wonda-Wings convex side down—” Fig. 5 was a picture of the wings side by side on the floor with the Aero-hesive bottle dripping onto a bare circle on one wing.
She turned the wings so that they cupped upward, as it showed in the picture. Toward the top inside edge of each wing there was a featherless space about as big as a pancake. So they glued on! She had wondered why the feathers didn’t cover the whole Pinion-Pelt. She opened the Aero-hesive bottle again and squeezed clear pink goo over both circles, careful not to get it on the feathers. Now what?
“With shoulder blades bare, press back firmly against Wonda-Wings, making sure that Contact Points meet with shoulder blades (Fig. 6).” Fig. 6 was a stick person lying on top of a pair of wings. “Do not move Wonda-Wings until Aero-hesive has set (approx. 5 min.).”
Andrea hesitated a moment, her heart beating fast. Then she pulled off her T-shirt and lay carefully back onto the wings, looking over her shoulder to make sure she got the circles on her shoulder blades. The Aero-hesive made two cool, wet spots on her back.
Let’s see, five minutes—rats! She should have placed the wings so she could see the clock on her night table. The clock was on the other side of the bed, and she was afraid to disturb the glue. She would just have to count out the seconds, five times sixty. Well, if she had the patience to poke thousands of feathers into the Pinion-Pelts, she certainly had the patience to count three hundred seconds. She began counting firmly. “One, two, three, four, five.” Looking at the window, she noticed the clouds in the sky had turned pink, reflecting the sunset. How long had she been working up here?
“Andrea!” Aunt Bets’s voice called musically up the staircase. “Dinnertime!”
“I’m coming!” It was hard to shout lying on her back. “Six, seven, eight . . .” As Andrea counted she noticed a thick coil of the wood strips from the Wonda-Wings carton on the floor near her face. It looked a lot like a bird’s nest. She wondered if there was some purpose to these coils besides stuffing up the carton. The directions hadn’t said anything about them.
When Andrea had counted three minutes and twenty-one seconds she heard the second call. Even two floors away she could tell Aunt Bets was a little irritated.
“Coming right away!” Andrea couldn’t think of an excuse. She couldn’t shout “I’m in the bathroom” because there was no bathroom on this floor.
Forty seconds later footsteps pounded up the stairs and a fist thumped on the door. Jim’s voice growled, “Andrea, c’mon, for pete’s sake. She won’t let me eat until you get down there, and I’m starved.”
“I’m coming,” yelled Andrea. “I’m coming!” She was almost finished. “Fifty-nine, sixty—five minutes.” She sat up cautiously. With a soft rustle the wings came too. They were stuck tight. They were going to stay on!
Andrea scrambled to her feet. Then she glanced over her shoulder at the mirror. The wings looked great, but she needed something to cover them up, quickly. She ran to the closet, yanked her bathrobe from a hook, and hurried to the door buttoning it.
She opened the door. Jim was standing there with his hands on his hips. “About time.” He clattered down the stairs in front of her.
Aunt Bets was sitting at the kitchen table, waiting for Andrea to slide into her chair. “Now that we are all here, the hostess will lift her soup spoon, and everyone may eat.” She picked up her spoon. “Andrea, do you generally wear your bathrobe to the dinner table?”
“Oh, no.” Andrea laughed and shrugged as if she could understand why Aunt Bets was puzzled. “I was just sort of tired, and I thought I’d start getting ready for bed early.” She smiled brightly at her great-aunt and picked up her own spoon.
Jim silently took three biscuits and popped them into his mouth one after the other, as if they were peanuts. It must be hard to be so big, thought Andrea. He has to eat all the time just to keep alive. Those hormones, making him grow. He can’t help it.
Andrea was hungry herself, after going without any afternoon snack, and after all that crying and all that work. Three things that always made her hungry. But nothing tasted quite right. When she had told Aunt Bets she wanted chicken soup and biscuits, she had really meant Mother’s chicken soup and biscuits. She swallowed the lump of food in her mouth, feeling a pang of loneliness. She leaned back against her chair, and then straightened up quickly. The wings. She didn’t want to crush the feathers.
“I see I haven’t lost my touch with biscuits,” said Aunt Bets pleasantly, buttering one for herself. “Or chicken soup. As my cousin Clara used to say, if you want to make good chicken soup, you have to put your heart into it. Now, how about a quiz question for the two of you, from my crossword puzzle? Packing material, nine letters, second letter x? I’ll even give you a hint: ‘A banner with the strange device—’ It’s the last word of that line. Of course that helps Jim more than Andrea, since he’s surely read the poem in his English class.”
“I surely never heard that poem in my life.” Jim was finally irritated enough to speak. He ladled soup into his mouth and wiped his chin with his napkin.
“Maybe it’s considered old-fashioned now.” Aunt Bets smiled at Andrea. “Very well, here’s another hint: it’s Latin for ‘higher.’ James, don’t tell me you’ve never taken Latin!”
Jim shrugged and drained the last drops of soup from his bowl. “Okay, I won’t tell you.” He gulped down his milk. “Excuse me.”
“Yes, you may be excused, James. Don’t feel bad that you couldn’t answer the question. You’ve set a new record for speed-eating.”
Jim grinned grudgingly at the floor as he pushed back his chair. “It tasted good. Thanks.”
Andrea was amazed to hear Jim say that. Maybe he was so hungry he couldn’t tell the difference. Then she remembered the question. “What’s the answer, Aunt Bets? I don’t know Latin either.”
“Excelsior.” Aunt Bets’s brown eyes shone under her purplish eye shadow as she recited at Jim’s departing back,
“Try not the Pass!” the old man said;
“Dark lowers the tempest overhead,
The roaring torrent is deep and wide!”
And loud that clarion voice replied,
Excelsior!
--Henry Wadsworth Longfellow
Andrea liked the way Aunt Bets rolled the r at the end of Excelsior. But there was something bothering her. “Wait a minute. I thought you said the word in the crossword puzzle meant ‘packing material.’ ”
“Absolutely right.” Aunt Bets beamed at her. “Aren’t you on the ball! That’s another meaning. Do you know what excelsior is? I don’t think they use it much anymore, with this new Styrofoam stuff. It’s like long thin wood shavings.”
“Oh.” Andrea remembered the coils of wood strips in the Wonda-Wings carton. “I guess I have seen it. It looks like birds’ nests?”
“Mm, I suppose maybe it does. I haven’t seen many birds’ nests. Isn’t it funny they called it ‘excelsior’? I don’t see any connection between shavings and higher.”
Andrea was glad to know the excelsior was just packing material. As she climbed the stairs to her room after dinner she practiced rolling her r’s: “Excelsior. Excelsiorrr!”
3. Excelsiorrr!
Andrea shut the door to her room and carefully slid out of her bathrobe, wincing as some of the feathers bent the wrong way. She turned her back to the mirror above her dresser and twisted her neck to see if the wings had been damaged.
They were gorgeous, still glowing red, blue, and yellow, and all the colors of the rainbow where the feathers overlapped. But they hung limply down her back like two big feather dusters. They were not, of course, real wings. She jumped up and down and wiggled her shoulder blades—nothing. She stood on the edge of her bed and leaped, flapping her arms. The wings lifted briefly, tugging her upwards a little, and then fell softly against her back as her feet touched the floor.
Andrea hadn’t really believed that she would be able to fly with the wings. After all, she was nine, not three. Just the same, she felt disappointed. She decided to take them off and go downstairs to watch TV until bedtime.
But when she reached behind her and tugged at the wings where they joined her back, they wouldn’t come off. She pulled harder, hoping she wouldn’t tear the wings—ouch! It seemed more likely that she would tear her back. It felt worse than trying to pull off a Band-Aid stuck to a scab.
Andrea pulled and pried and jerked at the wings, getting more and more worried. Then she remembered the directions and looked at them again. But she couldn’t find any mention of how to get unstuck from the Wonda-Wings. The only thing in the directions she hadn’t read before was the very last sentence.
“5. Activation. Ingest Aero-Joy Juice.”
Andrea picked the Aero-Joy Juice bottle out of a pile of excelsior coils. It was about the size of a pint jar of pickles. The liquid inside it was pink. She unscrewed the cap and sniffed. Smelled like Hawaiian Punch.
The directions seemed to mean that she was supposed to drink the Aero-Joy Juice. But should she? This mysterious bottle seemed like the kind of thing her mother had always warned her against. No, thanks. She put the bottle down.
But Andrea still didn’t know how to get the wings off. Maybe if she rubbed the wings really hard, instead of pulling at them . . . She threw herself on the floor and squirmed around on her back like a dog. Then she stood up and looked hopefully in the mirror, tugging at the wings. The feathers were a little rumpled, but the wings were still firmly attached.
Andrea needed help. If Mother were here . . . She wasn’t. There were Aunt Bets and Jim. Aunt Bets was sort of interesting, but Andrea didn’t think she could trust her. She didn’t seem to have common sense about some things, like whether Jim would enjoy guessing games that required him to remember old-fashioned poems. And Andrea was afraid Aunt Bets would think she was babyish for sending away for the wings. How embarrassing.
Jim already thought she was a sucker, even though he didn’t know it was wings she’d sent away for. She had nothing to lose with him. She put on her pajamas and bathrobe and went downstairs to find her brother.
Andrea found him in the family room, sprawled on the sofa with one eye on the TV and one eye on his homework.
“Jim,” she whispered, walking up to the sofa.
“Hey, move it, sport.” Jim waved her aside, still looking at the screen. “What?”
Andrea obediently moved from in front of the TV. “Jim, you know that thing I sent away for with the money order? Well, it was a kit for wings.” She paused and braced herself.
“Wings?” Jim was so astonished that he jerked his eyes from the TV to her. “What do you mean, wings?”
Andrea felt her face getting red. “Wings, like wings to fly with. With feathers, like bird wings. I glued them on my back and now I can’t get them off.”
Jim stared at her without saying anything. Then he blinked. “You’re kidding me. Wings to fly with? You really thought you could put these wings together and stick them on your back and fly with them? How old are you, anyway? Nine? Hey, did you ever hear that people can’t fly? Come on!”
“I know, I know.” Andrea had expected this, but she hated to hear it anyway. “But will you help me get them off?”
Jim shifted the textbook on his stomach, but he didn’t sit up. “Why don’t you get Aunt Bets to help you?” There was a sarcastic tone in his voice. “She knows everything.”
“I don’t want to ask Aunt Bets,” said Andrea stubbornly. She picked at the lint in her bathrobe pocket and wondered how to persuade him. Then she had an inspiration. “I just thought you could do it better.”
Jim looked surprised, then a little embarrassed. He put his book facedown on the floor and slowly sat up. “Well—all right, I’ll do it for you. Turn around.”
“Okay, but be careful.” Andrea squirmed out of her bathrobe and turned around. “Oww!” Jim had grabbed one wing under her pajama top and jerked sharply.
“Jeez!” He hastily let go. “Keep it down! You’d think I was killing you.”
“It hurt!” she gasped. “The glue’s really stuck.” They both listened for Aunt Bets, who must have heard that scream. But the only sounds from the kitchen were the throb and splash of the dishwasher and the clanking of pans.
They sighed with relief. Then Andrea whispered, “What am I going to do?”
“Well—” Jim looked as if he was losing interest in her problem. “I’d say take a hot bath and soak your back, and let it alone overnight. I bet when you get up tomorrow they’ll fall off.” He put his feet back up on the sofa and opened his book again.
Lying in a hot tub made Andrea sleepy, and drying the wings with Jim’s hair dryer seemed to take forever. Then she had to kiss Aunt Bets good-night and climb all the way upstairs. At last she was about to crawl into bed, very tired—and realized she was also very thirsty. She had forgotten to get a drink of water before she came up to her room. Was she thirsty enough to go down to the bathroom again?
Then her eye fell on the bottle of Aero-Joy Juice beside the empty Wonda-Wings carton. She loved Hawaiian Punch. Wouldn’t it be silly not to drink it, if that’s what it was? She picked up the bottle and looked at the label.
AERO-JOY JUICE
Drink to activate Wonda-Wings.*
At the bottom of the label it said, in tiny letters:
*Contains avesin, an experimental hormone preparation. To be ingested only by persons intending to develop pectoral and dorsal flight musculature.
That didn’t sound so bad. The juice wasn’t poison. There was nothing wrong with developing muscles. And it seemed to have to do with making the wings work.
But she was trying to get the wings off.
But if they worked, she wouldn’t want to take them off. Either way, it would be all right. And her throat was so dry.
Andrea hesitated, then put the bottle to her lips and sipped. Yep, Hawaiian Punch. Glug-glug-glug.
She put the bottle down, looked in the mirror again and wiggled her shoulder blades. How silly. How could Hawaiian Punch make her fly? She climbed into bed.
Andrea rolled over on her back, the way she always did to go to sleep, but now the bony parts of the wings stuck knobbily into her shoulders. It was not comfortable. She turned onto her stomach, pressing her cheek against the pillow. That position felt odd. She wondered if she could get to sleep this way. . . .
Late that night, when the house was still and the moon was shining in Andrea’s window, she dreamed that a mosquito was biting her back. Only it wasn’t exactly a mosquito, because the two itching spots on her back were really tingling more than itching. Like the way her foot had felt that afternoon when she sat on it and it went to sleep. The mosquito must be huge, because she could hear its wings whirring above her as she lay on her stomach—
Andrea was wide awake, as if a light switch had turned on in her brain. She was lying facedown, as in the dream, but her stomach was not pressing against the bed. Her cheek was not on her pillow. Her pajama top was pushed up under her arms, instead of covering her chest and back.
Andrea opened her eyes. A square of moonlight lay on her rumpled sheets and blanket, two feet below her.
The wings flapping above her, loud as the wings of a startled goose, were her own.
In her amazement Andrea stopped flapping, and plopped onto her bed. For a moment she thought she must have been dreaming the whole thing. She jumped out of bed and peered into the dark mirror over her dresser, trying to spread the wings.
They didn’t spread, but she thought she felt a new kind of twitch in her back. She tried again, her heart pounding. This time she moved only her shoulder blades.
Andrea blew out her breath and stamped her feet impatiently. They had to work. She knew they worked—hadn’t she been hovering over the bed in her sleep? She made herself stand still and concentrated as hard as she could on spreading the wings.
There! She felt a strange pulling under the skin of her chest and back. The wings stretched out awkwardly, the right one farther than the left. She tried to fold them, but they wouldn’t go back exactly flat. Then she tried to spread them again, and with a sudden rush of air they opened all the way out.
She gasped. Their colors were gray in the dim mirror, but there they were, reaching way out on either side. She tried to fold them. They disappeared behind her back.
Was it a dream, after all? Andrea felt the cool wood of the floor under her feet. There was her familiar hairbrush on the dresser. She was not dreaming—the wings were working!
With mounting excitement she climbed onto the headboard of her bed. “Excelsior!” Opening the wings, Andrea leaped off the headboard. She sailed across the room and crashed into the bookcase. It teetered, and a pile of comic books slithered to the floor. Andrea ran back to the bed.
“Excelsiorrr!” Again she jumped and sailed, this time slamming into the wall beside the bookcase. Flying, flying, she was flying! She breathed in deep, joyous breaths, and the air filled her chest as if she were a balloon. Flying! She felt dizzy.
Over and over again Andrea climbed onto the headboard, and over and over she whooshed the length of the room. Her shoulder should have been aching from banging against the wall, but she felt nothing except overwhelming delight. She half expected to break through the wall as if it were cardboard and burst out into the sky.
Into the sky. Yes. Andrea picked herself up from her last crash landing and looked out the window. The scene outside, lit by the full moon, seemed like a different world. There was the lawn and the hedge and the driveway and the big maple tree, just as usual, but so different.
It was the colors. They weren’t the regular nighttime black and gray. The grass was almost green. The leaves on the maple tree were almost red. She looked down at her hand, almost pink. This was a world in which anything could happen. A world in which Andrea could jump off the roof and fly all the way to the maple tree.
Andrea pushed up the window, then the screen. As she stepped out onto the gritty asphalt shingles she saw the round moon itself high over the maple tree. The sky around it was almost blue.
On her hands and knees she clambered past the window to the peak of the roof and crawled along to where the house met the garage. It wasn’t much of a drop to the garage roof. She stood up, spread her wings, and—before she could think it over—jumped.
The wings pulled Andrea up and held. She was airborne. She was gliding on the night breeze as if she were floating down a river. She felt a rush of joy. She wanted to shout, “Look! It’s me, Andrea! Flying!”
Then Andrea looked down and saw the edge of the garage roof and the basketball net slip under her dangling feet. She felt her wings start to fold. For a terrified instant she hung in the air, staring at the hard pavement of the driveway fifteen feet below.
Then she pulled down with her wings . . . and pulled them up again . . . and felt herself surging forward. The wings flapped steadily, powerfully, and she was not falling. She was rising slightly as she zoomed straight toward the maple tree.
Stop! Turn! She couldn’t stop or turn.
“Unhh!” Andrea put out her hands to grab a branch, but still she thudded against the tree trunk so hard that her breath came out all at once. “Ow!” Clinging to the branch with her feet swinging far above the ground, she hoped that she really was dreaming and now she would wake up safe in bed. But the chilly night breeze kept on blowing up her pajama legs, and her shoulder throbbed. She hauled herself up to sit on the branch.
Shivering, Andrea looked at her smarting hands. She had scraped them hard on the bark of the tree. She could see drops of almost-red blood.
Now what? She couldn’t climb down the tree, because this was the lowest branch. And she certainly didn’t want to sit up here like a stranded kitten until morning, when Aunt Bets and Jim would wake up. She could jump off the branch and glide to the ground. But then she would still be outside, and Aunt Bets would have locked the doors.
“Hoo-hoo,” said a voice behind Andrea, so close that she almost fell off the branch. What was that? Something right there in the tree with her.
In the mottled moonlight coming through the maple leaves it was hard to see the owl at first. Andrea saw the eyes blink, and the speckled feathers ruffle and settle down again. She wondered why the owl was so angry at her. . . .
She knew what the owl was thinking! How could she? She wasn’t reading its mind exactly—it was more like understanding the expression on someone’s face. “My mice,” the owl seemed to say. “Go away!”
It would have been funny if the owl hadn’t been so big, and if its thoughts hadn’t been so harsh. Andrea saw its beak open and close with a snap, as if it were digging into a mouse’s soft body. She looked around uneasily. Now this almost-colored shadowy world seemed threatening. She wanted to go back to her bedroom.
She had to fly back to the roof, and the power and joy seemed to have leaked out of her like air out of a balloon. She glanced at the owl. It shifted its feet a little way down the branch and then back again. The moonlight glinted from its eyes. She wanted to get away from it.
Andrea couldn’t stand it any longer. She shoved herself into the air above the driveway.
Flap, flap, flap. She was afraid of crashing into the house the way she had crashed into the maple tree, but this time she managed to beat her wings more slowly and land softly on the shingles in front of her window. She grabbed the sill and crawled over it.
Safe inside. She turned and looked out toward the maple tree. The owl was still sitting on the same branch, a dark hunched shape, waiting. As she stared at it, hugging herself against the chill, it let out a long, low hoot. Andrea jumped into bed and pulled up the covers.
4. I Can Fly
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/46522 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!