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Chapter 1:

I receive a gift and
2 summons

Snow fell hard: big, sticky flakes that got under my coat collar
where the top button was missing. The weather had delayed
my subway, and I was worried I would be late for class.

In front of school, a homeless woman was struggling with
a shopping cart. A passing taxi sent out a freezing wave of grey
slush, causing the woman and cart to topple over into the
gutter.

I had to help. Her hands were icy claws as I pulled her to
her feet. She felt much lighter than she looked in her bulky
rags. “Thank you, she said, shaking snow oft the blanket that
had covered her shoulders. Underneath she wore a T-shirt
stuffed with newspaper. And on her feet, to my horror, I saw
sandals.

The late bell was about to sound, but I couldn’t abandon
someone wearing sandals in the middle of a snowstorm—not
when I had a spare pair of shoes with me. I helped her set the
cart back on its wheels, then took my gym sneakers out of my
bag.‘Here, I said.‘Can you use these?” They probably wouldn’t
fit—I have embarrassingly large feet. But at least they would

be better than sandals.



The woman took them and turned them over, studying
the soles. She held the right sneaker close to her face and
peered inside, seeming to sniff at it. The left she held to her
ear like a telephone.

At last she looked at me. Her eyes were surprisingly
bright, a pale, luminous grey like storm clouds.

‘Thanks, she said.

“You want my socks too? Probably not, they need to be
washed. As soon as I'd said it, I realized it was a pretty insen-
sitive thing to say—people with nowhere to live don’t have
much opportunity to do laundry. Probably they’re used to
dirty socks.

‘Thanks, said the woman again, starting to smell the socks
but evidently thinking better of it. “Wait,’ she said as [ turned
towards school. She rummaged through the bags in the cart
as the snow continued to tumble down and melt in my collar.
I was getting impatient, but I waited till the woman found
what she was looking for and held it out to me. ‘Keep it safe’

‘Um, thanks’

It was a number two pencil—the ordinary yellow kind,
with a pink eraser, like you use for the SATs. I put it in my
book bag, pulled my scarf tighter, and turned towards the
school door.

‘Hurry, Elizabeth, you're late, said a grim voice. My social
studies teacher, Mr Mauskopf, was holding the door open for
me. He was my favourite teacher, despite his intimidating
sternness.

The homeless woman gave him a little wave, and Mr



Mauskopf nodded back as the door swung shut behind us. I
thanked him and hurried to my locker, hearing the late bell
chime.

The day went downhill from there. Ms Sandoz made me
play volleyball barefoot when she saw [ didn’t have my sneak-
ers, and charming Sadie Cane and Jessica Farmer spent the
period playing Accidentally Stomp on the New Girl’s Toes.
Then in social studies Mr Mauskopf announced a research
paper due right after New Year, effectively eliminating the
vacation.

‘Choose wisely, Elizabeth, he said as he handed me the
list of possible topics.

My stepsister Hannah called me that evening to ask me
to mail her her black lace top. She’d handed it down to me
when she left for college, but with Hannah, gifts rarely stayed
given for long.

“What are you up to?’ she asked.

“Working on ideas for my social studies research paper.
European history, with Mr Mauskopt.

‘I remember Mauskopf—what a weirdo! Does he still
wear that green bow tie? And give out demerits if he catches
you looking at the clock?’

“Yup.’ I quoted him: ““ Time will pass—but will you?”’

Hannah laughed. “What are you writing about?’

‘The Brothers Grimm.

‘The fairy-tale guys? For Mauskopf? Are you crazy?’

‘It was on his list of suggested topics.

‘Don’t be a little goose. I bet he just put it on there as a



test, to see who would be dumb enough to think fairy tales
are history. Hey, I probably still have my term paper from that
class. You can use it if you like. I'll trade it for—hm—your
good headphones.

‘No, thanks, I said.

“You sure? It’s about the Paris Commune’

‘That’s cheating. Anyway, Mr Mauskopf would notice’

‘Suit yourself. Send me that lace top tomorrow, OK? I
need it by Saturday. She hung up.

I chewed at the end of my pencil—the one the homeless
woman had given me—and stared at the topic I'd circled,
wondering whether to follow Hannah’s advice about switch-
ing topics. Mr Mauskopf took history very seriously, and fairy
tales don’t sound that serious. But if he didn’t want us writing
about the Brothers Grimm, why put them on the topic list?

Fairy tales were a big part of my childhood. I used to sit
in my mother’s lap while she read them out loud and pretend
I could read along—until, after a while, I found I actually
could. Later, in the hospital when Mom was too sick to hold
a book, it was my turn to read our favourites out loud.

The stories all had happy endings. But they didn’t keep
Mom from dying.

If she were alive now, I thought, she would definitely ap-
prove of my learning more about the men who wrote them.
I decided to stick to my choice.

Strange as it sounds, once I decided I found myself actually
looking forward to the term paper—it would give me some-

thing interesting to do.Vacation was going to be lonely since



my best friend, Nicole, had moved to California. I hadn’t made
any new friends in the four months I'd been at my new school,
Fisher, and the girls I used to hang out with were too busy with
ballet to pay much attention to me any more.

I missed my ballet classes, but Dad said we couldn’t afford
them now that he had to pay for my stepsisters’ college
tuition, and I was never going to be a professional dancer

anyway—I wasn’t obsessed enough, and my feet were too big.

Fairy tales might not be history, but as I learned in the hours
I spent in the library over Christmas break, Wilhelm and
Jacob Grimm were historians. They didn’t invent their fairy
tales—they collected them, writing down the folk tales and
stories they heard from friends and servants, aristocrats and
innkeepers’ daughters.

Their first collection of stories was meant for grown-ups
and I could see why—they’re way too bloody and creepy for
children. Even the heroes go around boiling people in oil and
feeding them red-hot coals. Imagine Disney making a musical
version of “The Girl Without Hands’, a story about a girl
whose widowed father chops oft her hands when she refuses
to marry him!

I thought I'd done a pretty good job when I finished the
paper, but I still felt nervous when I handed it in. Mr Maus-
kopfis a tough grader.

A few days after we returned from vacation, Mr Mauskopf

stopped me in the hall, pointing a long forefinger at the end



of an outstretched arm. He always seemed to have twice as
many elbows and knuckles as other people. ‘Elizabeth! Come
see me at lunch, he said. ‘My office’

Was I in trouble? Had my paper creeped him out? Was
Hannah right—had I failed some kind of test?

The door to the social studies department office was
open, so I knocked on the door frame. Mr Mauskopt waved
me in. ‘Sit down, he said.

I perched on the edge of a chair.

He handed me my paper, folded in half along the vertical
axis. Comments in his signature brown ink twined across the
back. I took a breath and willed myself to look at the grade.

‘Nice work, Elizabeth, he said. Was that a smile on his
face? Almost.

I opened the paper. He had given me an A. I leaned back,
my heart pounding with relief. “Thank you.

“What made you choose this topic?’

‘I don’t know—I always loved fairy tales. They seem so—
so realistic.

‘Realistic? That’s quite an unusual view, said Mr Maus-
kopf with a hint of a smile.

“You're right.’ I felt dumb. “What I mean is, all the terrible
things that happen in fairy tales seem real. Or not real, but
genuine. Life is unfair, and the bad guys keep winning and
good people die. But I like how that’s not always the end of
it. Like when the mother dies and turns into a tree and keeps
helping her daughter, or when the boy who everybody thinks

1s an idiot figures out how to outwit the giant. Evil is real, but



so 1s good. They always say fairy tales are simplistic, black and
white, but I don’t think so. I think they’re complicated. That’s
what I love about them.

‘I see’ Mr Mauskopf consulted his planner. “Youre new
this year, aren’t you?’

I nodded. ‘I used to go to Chase, but both my stepsisters
are in college now, so the tuition . . I stopped, a little embar-
rassed to be discussing my family finances.

‘Ah, so you have stepsisters, Mr Mauskopf said. ‘I hope
they aren’t the evil Grimm kind?’

‘A little, T replied. Veronica’s a lot older, and Hannah—
Hannah hated sharing her room with me after my father and
[ moved in. Hannah liked having someone to boss around the
way Veronica bossed her. Hannah was always taking my things
and never letting me use hers. But I couldn’t say any of that—
it seemed too disloyal. ‘My stepsister Hannah was in your
class—Hannah Vane,' I said instead.

‘Say no more, said Mr Mauskopf. He gave me the ghost
of a smile, as if we were sharing a joke. Then he asked, ‘Did
you ever replace your sneakers?’

‘My sneakers?’

‘I recall seeing you give away your sneakers—very gener-
ous of you’

‘T haven’t had a chance, I told him. I didn’t want to get
into our embarrassing financial situation again.

‘I see’ He cleared his throat. “Well, Elizabeth, this is all
very satisfactory. Would you like a job?’

‘A job? What kind of a job?’



‘An after-school job. A friend of mine at the New York
Circulating Material Repository tells me they have an open-
ing. It’s a great place. I worked there myself when I was your
age’

I tried to imagine him at my age, but the bow tie got in
the way. ‘Is that like a library?’

‘“Like a library.” Exactly. Well put’

“Yeah—yes, please. I'd like that, I said. A job meant money
for things like new gym shoes, and it wasn’t like I had a
crammed social schedule.

Everybody at Fisher had known each other for aeons. It
was already taking them a long time to warm up to me, the
new girl. Then I made the mistake of sticking up for Mallory
Mason when some of the cool girls were making up songs
about her weight and her braces. Worst of all, Ms Stanhope,
the assistant principal, overheard me and used me as an ex-
ample of ‘compassionate leadership’ in her next ‘class chat’.
After that, nobody wanted to have anything to do with me
except Mallory herself. But I didn’t actually like her.

Who knows? Maybe if I took the library job, I would
make friends there.

Plucking his fountain pen from his breast pocket, Mr
Mauskopt wrote a number on a slip of paper, folded it verti-
cally, and handed it to me pinched between his index and
middle fingers. ‘Call and ask for Dr Rust, he said.

“Thank you, Mr Mauskopf’ The bell rang, and I hurried

to my next class.



That afternoon when I got home, I went straight to my room,
avoiding the living room so Cathy, my stepmother, wouldn’t
rope me into doing errands or force me to listen to her brag-
ging about my stepsisters.

I wished my father were home so I could tell him about
my new job. Not that he listened to me much these days.

Instead, I told Francie, my doll. I know it sounds babyish,
but she was my mom’ doll, and sometimes talking to her
makes me feel a tiny bit like I'm talking to Mom.

Francie smiled at me encouragingly. Of course, she always
smiles since her smile is sewn on—but I still took it as a good
sign.

Francie is the only one of Mom’ doll collection that
Cathy let me keep after Hannah chipped Lieselotte’s nose.
Lieselotte was the crown of Mom’s collection. She’s a bisque
doll, made in Germany over one hundred and fifty years ago
and worth a lot of money.

‘T'll just put these away until you're old enough to take care
of them properly; Cathy had said when she packed the dolls
away.

I knew back then it wasn’t worth protesting. Cathy always
sided with her own daughters. At first [ used to complain to
my father, but he would just say, ‘I need you to get along with
your stepsisters. I know you can.You're my little peacemaker.
You have a big, generous heart, just like your mother.” So I
told Cathy I didn’t break Lieselotte, but I didn’t say who did.

‘It youre not old enough to take responsibility, you're

certainly not old enough to play with dolls this valuable, said
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Cathy. ‘Now, don’t start crying—here, you can keep this one;
it’s not worth anything. Even you can’t do much damage to a
rag doll. You’ll thank me when you're older. She handed me
Francie and shut the lid on Lieselotte’s look of faint, aristo-

cratic surprise.

‘Time to make a phone call, Francie?’ I asked.

She smiled a yes.

I called the number on the slip of paper.

‘Lee Rust, said the person who answered.

‘Hi, Dr Rust? I—this is Elizabeth Rew, and my social
studies teacher, Mr Mauskopf, said to call you about a job?’

‘Ah, yes, Elizabeth. Stan said you would be calling. 'm
glad to hear from you’

Stan? So Mr Mauskopf had a first name?

‘Can you come in for an interview next Thursday after
school?’

‘All right. Where do I go?’ I asked.

Dr Rust gave me an address not far from my school, east

of Central Park.‘Ask for me at the front desk; they’ll send you

k]

up.

The discreet brass plaque beside the door said The New York
Circulating Material Repository. From the outside, it looked like
a standard Manhattan brownstone, the last in a long row. Next
door was a big old mansion, the kind that are now mostly
consulates or museums That place would have made an

impressive library, I thought as I walked up the steps to the



repository and pulled open the heavy doors. It was just the
sort of place I used to go to with my father, before he met
Cathy. We used to spend every rainy weekend in museums and
libraries. Especially the less famous ones, like the Museum of
the City of New York and the New York Historical Society,
with their odd collections of things—old china and tinsmiths’
tools and models of what the city looked like before the
Revolution. We would play a game: pick out which painting
(or clock, or chair, or photograph, or whatever) would have
been Mom’s favourite.

I hadn’t been to a museum with my dad in years, but
when I opened the doors, the slightly dusty smell brought it
all flooding back. I felt as if I'd stepped back through time
into a place that was once my home.

Through some trick of geometry, the entrance opened
out into a large rectangular room apparently wider than the
building that held it. At the far end was a massive desk, elabo-
rately carved in dark wood.

A guy my age was sitting behind it.

But not just any guy—Marc Merritt, the tallest, coolest,
best forward our basketball team had ever known. I had once
seen him sink an apple core into the wastebasket in the teach-
ers’ lounge from his seat across the corridor in study hall, with
both doors partly closed. He looked like a taller, African
American version of Jet Li, and he moved like him too, with
the same acrobatic quickness. He was in Mr Mauskopt’s other
social studies section, and we had health ed together. Most of

the girls at Fisher had crushes on him. I would too, if I didn’t
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think it would be presumptuous . . . Well, to be honest, I did
anyway. [ was pretty sure he had no idea who I was.

‘Hi, I'm here to see Dr Rust?’ I said.

‘All right. Who should I say is here?’

‘Elizabeth Rew.

Marc Merritt picked up the receiver of an old-fashioned
telephone, the kind with a dial. ‘Elizabeth Rew here to see
you, Doc . . . Sure . . . No, till six today . . . All right” He
pointed a long arm—Ilonger than Mr Mauskopf’s, even—to-
wards a fancy brass elevator door. ‘Fifth floor, take a left,
through the arch.You'll see it

When [ stepped out of the elevator, corridors branched
away in three directions. I couldn’t imagine how they fit it all
in one narrow brownstone. I went down three steps through
an arch to a small, book-lined room.

Dr Rust was slight and wiry, with thick, shaggy hair just
on the brown side of red and a billion freckles.

‘Elizabeth. I'm glad to meet you.” We shook hands. ‘Please,
have a seat. How is Stan?’

Strict but fair. Stern-looking, but with an underlying
twinkle in his eye. Oddly dressed. ‘Fine, I said.

‘Still keeping that great beast in that tiny apartment, is
he?’

‘T guess? I've never been to his apartment.

“Well. Let’s see, you're in Stan’s European history class, yes?’

“That’s right.

‘Good, good. Stan’s never sent us a bad page. He says

you’re hardworking and warmhearted, with an independent



mind—which is high praise from Stan, believe me. So this is
really a formality, but just to be thorough, do you do the

dishes at home?’

What kind of a question was that? “Yes, most of the time.

One more bad thing about my stepsisters going away to
college—I was the only kid left to do chores.

‘About how often?’

‘Most days. Five or six times a week, probably’

‘And how many have you broken this year?’

‘Dishes?’

“Yes, dishes, glasses, that sort of thing.

‘None. Why?’

‘Oh, we can never be too careful. When was the last time
you lost your keys?’

‘I never lose my keys.

‘Excellent. All right, sort these, please” Dr Rust handed
me a box of buttons.

‘Sort them? Sort them how?’

“Well, that’s up to you, isn’t it?’

This had to be the strangest interview I'd ever heard of.
Was I going to lose the job because Dr Rust didn’t like the
way [ sorted buttons?

I poured them out on the desk and turned them all face
up. There were large wooden discs and tiny pearls, shiny
square buttons made of red or blue or yellow plastic, sparkly
star-shaped ones with rhinestones that looked as if they would
shred their buttonholes, little knots of rope, a set of silver but-

tons each engraved with a different flower, tiny rabbits carved
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from coral, plain transparent plastic buttons for inside waist-
bands, big glass things like mini doorknobs, a heavy gold but-
ton studded with what looked like real diamonds.

I grouped them by material: metal; wood and other plant
products; bone, shell, and other animal parts; stone; plastic and
other man-made materials, including glass. Then I divided
each category into subgroups, also by material. Within the
subgroups, I ranked them by weight.

‘I see. Where would you put this?” Dr Rust handed me a
metal button, the kind with a loop on the back rather than
holes. The front part had a piece of woven cloth of some sort,
set behind glass.

I hesitated. Should it go in metals, in man-made materials
for the glass, or in plants for the cloth? Maybe the cloth was
wool, though, which would put it in animal parts. ‘Am I al-
lowed to ask a question?’ I said.

‘Of course. Always ask questions. As the Akan proverb
says, “The one who asks questions does not lose his way.”’

“Where’s Akan?’

‘The Akan people are from west Africa. They have a re-
markably rich proverb tradition. Perhaps because they believe
in asking questions.

‘Oh. OK—what’s the button made of?’

‘Excellent question. Gold, rock crystal, and human hair’

Not man-made materials, then; maybe stone. Other than
that, the answer didn’t help me much. By weight, the button
was mostly gold, so maybe it should go in with the metals?

But I had put the diamond-looking one in stone, not metal.



I decided to classify the new button by its weirdest com-
ponent and put it in the animal pile.

‘Interesting, said Dr Rust. ‘Sort them again’

[ scrambled them and resorted, making an elaborate grid of
size and colour. It started with red at the top and ran through
the rainbow down to violet at the bottom, with extra rows for
black and white. From left to right, it started with tiny collar
buttons and finished with vast badges.

“Where would you put this?” Dr Rust handed me a zipper.

A zipper! “Why didn’t you give me this the last time?’ I
said in dismay. ‘I could have put it with the metals’

Wias it my imagination, or had Dr Rust’s freckles moved?
Hadn’t the large one over the left eye been over the right eye
earlier?

I scrambled the buttons again and started over. This time
I sorted them by shape. I put the zipper with the toggles and
a rectangular button carved with zigzags. I didn’t like that
solution, but it was better than nothing.

Dr Rust raised an eyebrow (no large freckle anywhere near
now) and asked, “Which do you think is the most valuable?’

I considered the diamond one but picked an enamelled
peacock with blue gems in its tail. Dr Rust seemed pleased.

‘The oldest?’

I had no idea. I picked one of the silver ones.

‘The most beautiful?’

I was getting a little impatient with all this. I picked one
of the plastic ones, in a lovely shade of green. Dr Rust didn’t

seem quite to believe me. “The most powerful?’
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‘How can a button be powerful?’

‘Oh, I think you’ll find over time that every object here
has its own unique qualities. You'll find that the materials in
our collections speak to you.’

Did that mean I'd gotten the job?

Still, some of the buttons did seem to draw me more than
others. I chose a black glass button with a disturbing geom-
etry. Dr Rust picked it up and examined it closely for a long
time while I watched the freckles, trying to catch them mov-
ing. Wasn'’t that butterfly shape of freckles on the left side just
a minute ago?

“Well, Elizabeth, this has been most illuminating, but we
both have a lot of work waiting, said Dr Rust at last, as if [
had been the one staring endlessly at a button. ‘Can you start
next week? Here, I think you'd better have this’

Someone opened the door just as Dr Rust handed me
one last button. It matched the buttons on my coat—it might
have been my missing top button.

‘And here’s Marc, right on time’





