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Crossing the River

AUGIE BORETSKI SNUCK OUT.

“Stay in,” Mom had said before leaving for work. “I’ll be home by six.”

Stay in? On a super muggy, one-hundred-degree day in August? Their second-floor apartment had to be at least one hundred and twenty, even with the rickety fan going full blast.

The old lady downstairs stopped him as he opened the front door.

“Your mama, she worry.”

Augie shrugged. What did Mrs. Lorentushki know, wearing her long-sleeved dress and flowery apron on a day like today?

“I’ll be okay,” he said before letting the screen door slam shut.

Besides, Mom didn’t have to worry. He wasn’t sticking around this neighborhood.

He counted the change in his bulging shorts pockets, checking one last time that he had enough to make it to Philly and back. He was getting out of here. Out of Camden. The armpit of the world, he thought, home to losers and drug dealers. Philadelphia sparkled across the Delaware River from the Camden waterfront. The buildings looked like castles, with spires and promise.

He walked the ten blocks to the Ferry Street station. At eleven in the morning, Augie didn’t fear the gangs. He fed his coins to the ticket machine and boarded the train. He had escaped! Within minutes, he climbed out of the 13th Street station, ready to explore the big city without his mom there, fussing.

Walking down Locust Street, Augie passed one tall building after another, each looming above him like a fortress with its drawbridge up. Cars zoomed past, but except for one man in a business suit and one woman in a crisp dress, the sidewalks were empty. The buildings became shorter and turned to brick. Waves of heat rose from the concrete. Then he noticed the side streets.

Unlike the wide avenues he’d been crossing, these side streets were narrow, with small gardens, gnarled trees, and sometimes a barbecue grill. He turned into one full of shade. Shiny white teeth peeked out from a store window.

White teeth?

He stared at the display. The teeth belonged to a large toy donkey, with round eyes and a red-and-gold blanket on its back. The animal brayed at a doll dressed like a princess, who crouched to pick flowers. Curiosity pulled him into the shop.

After the door closed behind him with a tinkling of bells, Augie realized that he should have paid more attention to the books he had seen at the princess’s feet. What was he going to do in a bookstore?

He spun around, lifted his arm to pull the door open, and paused. He felt his wet T-shirt unpeel from his back. His neck prickled as beads of sweat cooled in the air-conditioning. Nice. He could use a break from the sun. He let his arm drop and turned back around. What was he going to do in a bookstore?

He’d never been in a bookstore before. There were none in his Camden neighborhood. The closest shop was a bodega two blocks away that cashed checks and sold milk and bread. Aspirin and razor blades were kept behind bulletproof Plexiglas, along with cigarettes. Augie never hung around there—the owner rushed people in and out, saying, “This ain’t no museum.”

This bookstore was entirely different.

It had an unhurried quiet that Augie liked. The quiet wasn’t awful, like in the classroom when everyone prayed someone else was going to be called upon. There was no edge to this quiet. People moved about, minding their own business, at ease with each other.

“Thank you, Louisa,” a customer said to a tall African American woman with her dark hair pulled into a knot. She smiled, and her gray eyes shifted for a second and focused on Augie.

Augie ducked into an aisle. He didn’t want to be noticed. He had gone only a few paces when he saw a deep chair with enormous cushions in faded black leather. On its seat lay a dark green book with gold letters etched into the cover. He lifted the book, sank into the chair, and pushed his glasses back up his nose. Aaah… He looked up. On the wall next to him hung a yellowed picture of a dignified African American gentleman in a three-piece suit with a straw hat and a cane. He sat under a tree next to a stately white woman in a long, pale lace dress, her hair piled up high with a tiny hat perched forward on top of her head. They stared at him, as if amused by his presence.

“What are you looking at?” Augie asked them.

The shopkeeper seemed to answer him: “I have several volumes covering mollusks over here.”

She was leading a customer in Augie’s direction. He opened the book he still held, as if he were interested. Maybe she wouldn’t notice him with his nose buried in a book.

Augie didn’t like to read. He read whatever he was told to read at school—most of the time. At home, he watched the few TV channels they could catch, or sang along with music on the radio. They didn’t own any real books—none that he remembered.

But something odd happened when he cracked open that green spine. The very first page had a picture of the braying donkey from the store window, but this time it held its tail high. It pooped golden coins into a silver bowl held by a king in crimson robes. The princess was nowhere to be seen.

Awesome!

He turned the page. The first letter of the first word was an elaborate L with green vines all around it and a donkey head peeking out from behind it. The words were crisp black on a creamy white. He touched them with the tips of his fingers. It made no sense. They almost felt alive.

Augie was eleven and a half. This was his time for adventure. He hadn’t figured it would begin in a bookstore.

He started reading.



DONKEY GOLD

LONG AGO AND FAR AWAY, a great and powerful king owned a donkey that he treasured beyond all other possessions. Instead of manure, the donkey produced gold, and so the kingdom was always wealthy. One day the king’s wife died, and he was left with a young daughter, Annette. The king had loved his queen dearly and was grieved by her loss. He could not bear to see anything that reminded him of her, especially not their beautiful young princess. So Annette was sent off to the far recesses of the castle, to be cared for by her fairy godmother, who had instructions never to allow the girl within eyesight of the king.

The king grieved for fifteen years while his counselors fretted.

“You need a male heir,” they told him, “and a queen to produce one.”

The king finally relented. He agreed to remarry.

“But on one condition,” he said. “My new bride must be as beautiful and as intelligent as my dear departed wife.”

The court searched far and wide, but for naught. The king dismissed one eligible woman after another as not being beautiful or intelligent enough.

One spring morning, the king decided to take a walk in his gardens. This futile search for a wife was tiresome. Why couldn’t his court understand that he didn’t want to remarry? Then, as he fretted, he caught sight of the most beautiful maiden he had ever seen. She was cutting flowers and laying them in a basket while humming to herself. Her motions were as fluid as a mountain stream, her face fresher than a rose, and her voice more melodious than a nightingale’s. The king was thunderstruck. His empty heart filled with desire. This was the maid he wanted to marry! The king ran to the gardener.

“Tell me,” he commanded, “who is the fair lady picking flowers in my gardens?”

“Your daughter, Your Majesty,” the gardener answered. “Princess Annette.”

In the fifteen years of mourning, the king had not laid eyes upon his daughter. He had not seen the child grow into a woman. Her sudden appearance overwhelmed him, and all his sense flew away. He ordered that they should be married the very next day.

The court was appalled. A father marry his own child? This could not be done. But no one was able to dissuade the king.

“I am your ruler!” the king roared. “You must do as I command!”

Annette was repelled by the notion. She pleaded with her father to change his mind. But he was steadfast. In her despair she ran to her fairy godmother, Louisa, for advice.

Louisa was both ancient and wise. She had loved and cared for the king’s wife while she was alive, and had devoted herself completely to Annette after the queen’s death. Although Louisa wielded magic, she knew that only the king could change his own heart.

“The shock of seeing you has sent him reeling,” she told Annette. “In time, he shall see the nature of his folly. We must find a way to delay.”

At Louisa’s urging, the princess requested an audience with the king.

“I shall marry,” the princess said, “but I require a trousseau.”

The king was surprised. He was giving her away to himself. She did not need to bring dresses and linens to a new home. But he was smitten by his child and so he nodded in agreement.

“In my trousseau I would like a gown that rivals the summer sky in splendor.”

“Anything you desire!” he said.

Using his magic donkey’s gold, he hired the greatest spinners, the craftiest weavers, and the most careful tailors to make a gown that should rival the summer sky in splendor.

After six months of continuous work, the craftspeople had harnessed silver and sapphires, lapis and pearls, satins and silks. They wove the petals of violets, captured the reflection of a quiet pool, and created a gown of sweet sky blue, with a hint of a summer breeze that rippled across the fabric and disappeared. When Annette donned her dress, she glowed like the sky!

“It is perfect, my daughter. Now we shall marry,” the king said.

“My trousseau is incomplete, my dear father,” Annette replied. “I have a gown for the day, but none for the night.”

The king fumed. But he had promised her anything she desired. And so he called back the weary craftspeople and ordered a gown for his daughter that should rival the night sky.

Another six months passed. This time they collected the silk of spiderwebs and the evening dew from the grass. They spun ebony with ivory, and onyx with diamonds, wove the finest white lace with perfect moonstones, and created a gown of deep black that twinkled with stars and shone like the full moon. When Annette wore the gown, all of the king’s court gasped at this vision of the night sky.

A year had passed, yet the king’s ardor had only increased. He pressed for a wedding day. Annette persevered.

“My father, you have done as I have asked. But a bride requires a wedding dress. It needs to shine, my father, more brilliantly than the sun itself!”

The king shook his head but relented.

“Very well, you shall have this dress. But do you promise me that it shall be the last one that you ask for?”

When Annette agreed, the king called his craftspeople and ordered a new gown, one more brilliant than the sun itself.

The spinners and weavers and tailors were exhausted. But the king had commanded, so they set to work for another six months. This time they collected the yellow firelight from beeswax candles and honey fresh from the comb. They spun gold and topaz, fire opal and gypsum, saffron and turmeric, and the shimmer from ripe wheat-fields. And when they were near collapse, they presented their creation to the princess. The dress was beyond compare. When Annette entered the king’s court, all had to shade their eyes from the brilliance of her gown. Warmth radiated with her every movement. Her father exulted.

“The wedding shall be tomorrow,” he announced.

Annette was at a loss. The plan had failed. What should she do? She ran to find her fairy godmother.
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Thief!

A HUGE ORANGE CAT leaped on the arm of Augie’s chair, jolting Augie out of his reading. Cats always spooked him: they snuck around and stared at him as if they planned on attacking him when he wasn’t paying attention.

“Down, boy,” he whispered.

The cat ignored him and washed itself. Augie wasn’t taking any chances. He climbed out of the chair sideways, slowly, so that the beast wouldn’t jump on him. Then Augie left in a hurry.

He had run two blocks before he realized he was still clutching the green book. He stopped dead in his tracks, unsure of what to do next.

He felt torn. He hadn’t paid for it. If there was one lesson Mom had drilled into him since he was old enough to remember, it was to never, ever steal. He’d turn around, he told himself. Go back to the store and return the book. But he hadn’t finished the story!

He shook his head. Since when did he read fairy tales? Nothing in those stories resembled his life, not even remotely. His mom was a waitress at the Pear Hill Diner, not some queen. They lived in a yellow two-story row house in Camden, New Jersey, no castle, that was for sure. And as much as he’d like it, no gold-pooping donkey hung around their neighborhood.

Yet this story wrapped itself around him, sank into his chest, filled his brain. He wanted to know more. It reminded him of the feeling he always got when he listened to a song with a great tune, one that kept repeating itself in his head. He had to learn the verses, all of them, from beginning to end, before he could let the song go. He needed to finish this story.

Augie looked down at the dark green volume, a bit wilted now in his sweaty palms. A police car passed him.

The lady at the store must have figured him for a thief! He ducked into the nearest subway station to catch the train across the Delaware. He didn’t want trouble.

He felt anxious the entire ride home. Did the wrinkled Asian lady with the big mesh bag know he held stolen goods? What about the teenage couple in the corner who wore enough gold between them to light up a room?

Augie smiled. Is that what the princess’s sun dress looked like?

He glanced down at the book he hugged to his chest and loosened his grip. The cover decompressed and the pages expanded, as if they were taking a breath.

Augie sighed. Why didn’t teachers ever give him anything like this to read at school?

School sucked. Augie never did well, and his teachers ignored him. He wasn’t smart, he wasn’t stupid, and he wasn’t a troublemaker. But the real problem, Augie had to admit, was Dwaine.

Dwaine Malloy had moved to Camden when Augie was seven. As the only two white kids in their grade, they had been placed in the same class ever since—as if they had anything in common.

Augie was short and skinny, with brown eyes hidden behind thick glasses. He spent most of his time trying to be invisible. He had managed to make one friend, Tyler Brown, a kid with a lazy eye but with a smile that filled a room. They kept to themselves, mostly.

Dwaine was three times as wide as Augie and at least a head taller. He had beady blue eyes and wiry orange hair that stood straight out. He used his fearsome looks to his advantage: he didn’t try to fit in, or hide—he was the class bully. Augie was his favorite target. Augie had lost track of how often Dwaine had punched him in the arm as they passed each other in the hallway. He mashed gum in Augie’s hair, tripped him at every opportunity, and gave him wedgies “just for practice.” And if Augie didn’t hand over something he wanted, right away, he walloped him good.

Tyler did try to stick up for Augie. And sometimes, Dwaine backed off. But the Brown family moved away. Without Tyler there, no one wanted to side with Augie.

Augie had avoided Dwaine all summer. But school started in a few days, and Augie knew his misery was about to begin once again.

What if Dwaine caught him with a book? Of fairy tales, no less?

Augie ran the ten long blocks from the train stop to his house. Now that his pockets were no longer weighed down by coins for the train fare, he let loose. With a solid grip on the book, he raced past the boarded-up shopping center and crossed over an alley filled with garbage, avoiding the drug dealers’ park altogether. He was breathing hard when he slipped the key into the front door of their row house.

“You were away a long time,” Mrs. Lorentushki said.

She had opened her apartment door as soon as he stepped into the hallway. Augie wiped the sweat off his forehead.

“Mom won’t be home till six,” he mumbled.

The old lady tsk-tsked but gave Augie an apple.

“Growing boys need vitamins,” she said.

Augie nodded a thanks and sprinted up the stairs. He could feel her eyeing the book. It became heavier somehow. Even within the safety of their apartment, away from prying eyes, the book weighed on him. He placed it on their Formica table.

What was Augie going to do now? He absentmindedly turned on the radio that sat on the counter and began humming along with the tune. He needed to think, but his rumbling stomach distracted him. He smelled something delicious wafting up from the old lady’s kitchen. Man, was he hungry—too hungry to concentrate! He reached for the apple next to the book, picked both up, and sank into the old recliner.

He’d hide the book. There must be somewhere in the apartment Mom wouldn’t look. Nestled in his lap, the green volume seemed precious. The pages had flared open a bit. Augie opened the cover to the picture at the front.

It had changed! Now a woman wore a donkey pelt over her shoulders, the donkey’s head had become her cap, and she fed slop to filthy pigs. How could this be? He flipped the pages back and forth. Had he imagined the first picture? Or did he remember wrong? No. He knew what he had seen. The king with the silver bowl and gold-pooping donkey were gone. They had been replaced—how, he did not know.

He stared at the woman and pigs a second longer, then flipped the pages forward. Maybe the book would explain it to him.
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