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Nothing to Do

“What do you want to do today?” I asked my friend Hannie.

“I don’t know. Nancy, what do you want to do?” asked Hannie.

“I don’t know. What do you want to do, Karen?”

“I asked first!” I replied. “I don’t know what to do.”

Hannie and Nancy and I are best friends. We call ourselves the Three Musketeers.

It was a Saturday afternoon. A really boring Saturday afternoon. My friends and I were sitting on the back steps at my father’s house. Usually, we can think of lots of things to do.

But not that day.
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“Let’s play Going Camping,” said Nancy.

“Nah,” replied Hannie. “We need too much stuff for that. Hey, let’s build a tree house.”

“A tree house!” I exclaimed. “But we would need wood and nails and a ladder and probably Daddy.”

Hannie and Nancy looked disappointed. “Yeah,” they agreed.

“I know!” I cried. “Let’s go to the playground.”

“What playground?” asked Nancy.

“The one at Stoneybrook Elementary. Where David Michael goes to school.” (David Michael is my stepbrother. We are both seven, but we go to different schools. I go to Stoneybrook Academy. So do Hannie and Nancy. We are in Ms. Colman’s second-grade class.)

“The playground is pretty far away,” said Nancy.

“We’ll ride bikes, then,” I replied. “I know how to get there. Nancy, you can borrow David Michael’s bike.” (Hannie lives across the street from Daddy’s house. But Nancy does not live in the neighborhood. She lives next door to my mommy’s house. Her father had driven her here to play with us. So she did not have a bicycle.)

“Okay!” cried Nancy. “Let’s find your daddy and ask if we can go.”

My friends and I clattered inside. We did not find Daddy. We found Elizabeth. Elizabeth is my stepmother.

Guess what. Elizabeth said we could not go to the playground. “It’s too far away. I cannot let you ride there by yourselves.”

“Can’t Kristy come with us?” I asked. Kristy is my stepsister. She is thirteen years old and she is a baby-sitter.

“Kristy’s not home, honey,” said Elizabeth. “Neither are Sam and Charlie. I’ll be happy to drive you to the playground, though. I bet Andrew and Emily Michelle would like to come, too.”

“That’s okay.” I scuffed my feet. “Come on, you guys,” I said to Nancy and Hannie.

This was the problem. I did not want to go to the playground with a grown-up and my little brother and sister. I wanted us to go on our own.

Boo.

Nancy and Hannie understood the problem. They followed me back to the porch.

“Now what?” asked Nancy. “There’s nothing to do.”

“We could go roller-skating,” suggested Hannie. “Oh, wait. No, we couldn’t. My skates do not fit anymore.”

“And I don’t have any skates,” said Nancy.

“You really should have a pair,” Hannie told her.

“It doesn’t matter anyway,” I said. “I left my skates at Mommy’s.”

“You are always leaving things at your mother’s house,” said Hannie crossly.

Well, for heaven’s sake. Hannie ought to know why that happens.
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Here, There, and Everywhere

I am forever leaving things behind, because I live at two houses.

Who am I? I am Karen Brewer. I have freckles and blonde hair and blue eyes. I wear glasses — all the time.

I bet you are wondering why I live at two houses — Mommy’s house and Daddy’s house. Well, this is because my mommy and daddy are divorced. They used to be married. They loved each other then. So they had Andrew and me. (Andrew is four, going on five.) After awhile, Mommy and Daddy realized they loved Andrew and me very much — but they did not love each other anymore. So they got divorced.

My family had been living in Daddy’s big house. (He grew up there.) After the divorce, Mommy moved to another house here in Stoneybrook, Connecticut. It is littler than Daddy’s house. Andrew and I moved with her. But do you know what? After awhile, Mommy and Daddy both got married again! Mommy married a man named Seth. He is my stepfather. And Daddy married Elizabeth.

At the little house live Mommy, Seth, Emily Junior (my rat), Rocky and Midgie (Seth’s cat and dog), and Andrew and I. But Andrew and I only live there most of the time. Every other weekend, and on some holidays and vacations, we live at the big house.

A lot of other people live at the big house. Besides Daddy, Elizabeth, Andrew, and me there are Elizabeth’s four kids: Kristy; my big stepbrothers Sam and Charlie, who go to high school; and David Michael. Then there is Emily Michelle, who is my adopted two-and-a-half-year-old sister (she comes from a faraway country called Vietnam). And there is Nannie, Elizabeth’s mother, who watches Emily while everyone else is at work or school. There are some pets, too. There’s Boo-Boo, Daddy’s fat old cat; Shannon, David Michael’s puppy; and Crystal Light the Second and Goldfishie, who are goldfish. (Duh.) Isn’t that a lot? The big house is crowded and noisy. I just love it. Except for one thing. A witch lives next door. Her name is Morbidda Destiny. The grown-ups do not believe she is a witch. They say she is just an old lady. And that her name is Mrs. Porter. But I know better.

Can you guess why I gave the nicknames Andrew Two-Two and Karen Two-Two to my brother and me? I call us two-twos because we have two of so many things. Andrew and I have two houses, two mommies, and two daddies. I have two bicycles, one at each house. Andrew has two tricycles. We have toys and books and clothes at each house. I have a big-house best friend (Hannie), and a little-house best friend (Nancy). I even have two stuffed cats. They look just alike. Moosie lives at the big house, Goosie lives at the little house.

(I got the name “two-two” from the title of a book Ms. Colman read to my class this year. It was called Jacob Two-Two Meets the Hooded Fang.)

But Andrew and I do not have two of everything, which can be hard. For example, I used to have only one special blanket. Tickly. I liked to sleep with Tickly every night. But I was always forgetting and leaving Tickly at one house or the other. Finally I had to tear Tickly into two pieces. That way, I could have a piece at each house. (I hope I did not hurt Tickly.)

I also do not have two pairs of roller skates. I love to skate. But I cannot remember everything. And sometimes Hannie gets mad when I forget to bring my skates to the big house. Hannie does not understand that being a two-two is difficult. I like having two houses and two families. But I do not like missing things. I do not like missing Emily Junior when I am at the big house. (Oh, by the way, I named my rat after Emily Michelle.) I do not like missing Mommy when I am at the big house. And when I am at the little house, I do not like missing Crystal Light the Second and Daddy and Emily Michelle, and Kristy, my special big sister.

But when you are a two-two, that’s life.
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The Great Idea

“I still want to go skating,” said Hannie.

I stretched my legs out in front of me. The sunshine felt good on them. But the porch stairs were uncomfortable. I wanted to go skating, too.

“Well, we can’t,” said Nancy. “We don’t have skates. So that is that.”

“Maybe we could get skates,” said Hannie.

“How?” asked Nancy.

“I don’t know. Borrow them.”

“From who?”

“I don’t know. Quit asking so many questions.”

“Oh, cut it out, you guys,” I said. I do not like my friends to fight.

“But I want skates!” cried Hannie. “We really should have them. I need a pair that fits. Karen needs a second pair, and Nancy needs her first pair.”

“Maybe we could earn money to buy skates,” I suggested.

“Yeah!” cried Hannie and Nancy.

“But we’ll need an awful lot of money to buy three pairs of skates,” I added.

Hannie and Nancy and I sat with our chins in our hands.

We were thinking.

“We could sell wildflowers,” said Nancy. “We could pick bunches of them and sell them in front of your house, Karen. We could set up a stand.”

“We could sell lemonade,” said Hannie. “And maybe other things to eat. Like popcorn. Or — or — ”

“Or cotton candy!” I cried.

Hannie gave me a Look. “How are we going to sell cotton candy?” she asked. “You can’t make it. You need a machine.”

“I know that,” I replied. “I was thinking we could have a carnival. It would be a great way to earn money. We could have games and we could sell stuff. Maybe we could have a rummage sale at the carnival.”

“A carnival would be so much fun!” exclaimed Nancy.

“Lots of fun,” said Hannie.

“Gigundo fun,” I said.

“What else could we do at a carnival?” Hannie wondered.

“Tell fortunes,” said Nancy.

“I know!” I cried. “We could give pony rides. We could hire a magician — ”

“Karen,” said Nancy.

“We could borrow a cotton-candy machine,” I went on. “We could borrow some animals, too. We could have a petting zoo.”

“Karen,” said Hannie.

“We could get a clown.”

Nancy could not stand it any longer. She jumped up. “Hey, we want to make money!” she said. “We can’t afford to hire a magician and a clown. That’s expensive. We’ll be broke even after we give the carnival.”

“Oh, yeah,” I said.

“Maybe we should just stick to games,” said Hannie.

“A ringtoss and a bottle-cap throw,” said Nancy.

“And we could sell things. Refreshments and — ”

“Crafts!” suggested Nancy. “We’ll make stuff and sell it. I know how to make friendship bracelets.” She paused. Then she said, “Boy, is this going to be fun.”

“Boy, will it be a lot of work,” I added.

“Oh, boy!” cried Hannie. “We’ll all get roller skates!”
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Mommy’s Surprise

Late Sunday afternoon, our big-house weekend was over. Mommy and Seth picked up Andrew and me. They drove us to the little house.

On the way, Mommy asked, “What did you do this weekend?”

“Played,” said Andrew.

“Got bored,” I answered.

“You got bored?” Seth repeated.

“Well, not for very long. See, Hannie and Nancy and I wanted to go to the playground at David Michael’s school. But Elizabeth would not let us go alone. She said it was too far away. Unless we went with a big person.”

“So did Kristy go with you?” asked Mommy.

“No. She was busy. We decided we wanted to roller-skate instead.”

“Roller-skate? You didn’t go skating,” said Andrew.

“I know. Nancy does not have skates, and Hannie’s are too small, and I had left mine at the little house. Since we did not have skates, we decided to buy them.”

Seth turned around to look at me, even though he was driving. “You bought three pairs of skates? How?” he asked.

“Well, we didn’t exactly get them yet. But we are going to earn money to buy them. We are going to put on a carnival.”

“A carvinal?” said Andrew.

“Car-ni-val,” I corrected him. “You know. You went to one once. It’s a fair where you play games and win prizes and eat food and buy stuff. We are thinking of having a magician and pony rides and a cotton-candy machine.”

Andrew’s eyes grew very wide.

I thought Mommy and Seth might laugh, but they did not. Instead, Mommy said, “Karen, I have a surprise for you.”

She did? “You do?” I cried. (It was not anywhere near my birthday.)

“Yes,” said Mommy. “Seth and I went to a meeting yesterday.”

Oh. A meeting. Meetings are GIGUNDO boring. But Mommy was smiling, so I said, “What kind of meeting?”

“A town meeting. Lots of people who live in Stoneybrook went to it. The mayor was there, too.”

“And guess what everyone decided,” said Seth.

“What?” asked Andrew and I.

“We decided,” said Mommy, “to build a community playground. A playground for the people of Stoneybrook. We will raise money to buy the supplies to build it, and then we will build it ourselves.”

“And your mother,” Seth went on, “was given a very important job. She is going to be in charge of fund-raising. That means she will think of ways to earn money so we can build the playground.”

“Yea for Mommy!” cried Andrew.

“Guess what else,” said Mommy. “The playground is going to be built very close to the big house. You will be able to walk there with your friends.”

“All right!” I shouted. I started to make up a song. “At last we will have a playground. A place to play around.” Before I finished my song, though, Seth parked the car at the little house.

I ran inside. I telephoned Hannie. “Hi! It’s me!” I said. “Yesterday Mommy and Seth went to a meeting and they decided to build a playground!”

Then I telephoned Nancy. “Hi! It’s me! I’m back!” I cried. “We’re going to build a playground. I mean, everyone in Stoneybrook is. It will be right near the big house. Oh, I cannot wait!”
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Helping Out

I just love school. I really do. I like the weekends, and I also like Mondays, Tuesdays, Wednesdays, Thursdays, and Fridays. Ms. Colman is a very, very nice teacher. She does not yell. (Often.) She always helps kids. She is fair. And she is fun.

Ms. Colman makes lots of Surprising Announcements. One day she said, “Okay, boys and girls. Today I am going to read a special story to you. It’s a newspaper story. Then we will talk about it. The story is called ‘Helping Out.’ ”

“Oh, disgust,” said Bobby Gianelli with a groan. Bobby is sort of a bully. And he does not like school.

“Bobby?” said Ms. Colman. “Don’t you want to hear a computer story?”

“Oh. Sure!” Bobby likes computers a lot.

“All right, then. Settle down.”

Ms. Colman began reading. The story was about a classroom of kids who worked together to raise money. And they raised enough money to buy a computer for their school.

When Ms. Colman finished reading, she put the newspaper on her desk. “What do you think of that story?” she asked.

“Is it true?” Natalie Springer wanted to know.

Well, for heaven’s sake.

I like Natalie a lot but sometimes she is a drip. Newspaper articles are not fairy tales. They are stories about true things. She should know that.

Ms. Colman just said, “Yes, it’s a true story.” She did not get cross.

“Those kids earned a lot of money,” said Ricky Torres. He did not remember to raise his hand. (By the way, Ricky and I are pretend married. He is my pretend husband. Ricky and Natalie and I sit in the front row of desks. This is because we wear glasses. Nancy and Hannie get to sit in the back row.)

“They did earn a lot of money,” Ms. Colman agreed.

“But they’re just kids,” said Pamela Harding. (Pamela is my enemy.)

“Kids can do a lot,” I said. (I remembered to raise my hand.)

“That’s right, Karen,” said Ms. Colman. “Kids can volunteer. There are many ways they can help people or their schools or their town.”

Leslie Morris (who is a mean friend of Pamela’s) raised her hand. “Are we volunteering when we go to Stoneybrook Manor to visit our adopted grandparents?”

“You certainly are,” replied Ms. Colman. “The elderly people who live there look forward to your visits. You cheer them up. What are some other ways kids could volunteer and help out?”

“By starting a pet-sitting business?” suggested Hank Reubens.

“Well, pet-sitting is an important job,” replied Ms. Colman. “And it is very helpful. But if you are paid to do something, then you are not volunteering. Volunteering means helping out for free.”

“Like when my mom and dad fight fires?” asked Bobby. “That’s not their job. They are not firefighters all the time. But sometimes when there’s a fire, they rush to it and help put it out for free.”

“That’s volunteering,” said Ms. Colman.

“I know how kids could volunteer,” I said. “They could pick up litter. They could write letters to people who are in hospitals. Oh … and they could raise money like the kids in the article did. Raising money for something is volunteering. And I know what we could raise money for.”

Ms. Colman had not asked us to talk about real projects. Even so, I told my class about the playground for Stoneybrook. “My mother is in charge of raising money,” I said proudly. “We could help out.”

“Yeah!” exclaimed Hannie. “We could have a toy sale with our old toys.”

“We could have a bake sale or a car wash,” said Pamela.

“We could mow lawns,” said Natalie. (I sighed. None of us is allowed to mow lawns. I think Natalie’s brain is on another planet.)

But I did not say that. I was getting a Very Good Idea.
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“Fight, Fight!”

I waited until lunchtime before I told Nancy and Hannie my Very Good Idea. (I had to wait until lunchtime. We were busy all morning. And it is hard to pass a note from the front row all the way to the back row.)

Nancy and Hannie and I sat together in the cafeteria. We opened our cartons of milk. I said, “Guess what. I have a Very Good Idea.”

“What is it?” asked Hannie. She usually likes my ideas.

“I was thinking that we should hold our carnival — and then give the money we earn to the playground fund. That way we could help out.”

“What about our skates?” asked Hannie.

“We’ll get them some other time,” I replied. “What do you guys think?”

“I think,” said Nancy, “that helping out with the playground would be nice.”

“Me, too,” I said. “Gigundo nice. Okay, great. We will give our carnival money to my mom for the playground.”

“Hey!” cried Hannie. “I don’t like that idea. I want skates.”

“But we need a playground more,” said Nancy.

“Besides, practically everyone in town is going to help build the playground.” (I did not know if that was true, but I thought it might be.)

“I don’t care. I want skates!” said Hannie.

“You have skates,” I reminded her.

“They don’t fit. Anyway, you said we should have a carnival to earn money for skates. You said it, Karen.”

“Well, I changed my mind.”

“No fair. You can’t do that.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t know. You just can’t.”

Nancy ate her lunch quietly. After awhile she said, “Let’s go play hopscotch. I don’t want to waste recess.”

“Okay,” I mumbled.

Hannie and Nancy and I cleaned up our table. We went outside. As we walked across the playground, Hannie began to sing very quietly: “Oh, how I want skates, before it’s too late. Oh, how I want skates…. It’s Karen I hate.”

“Shut up!” I yelled, even though I am not supposed to say that.

“It’s Karen I hate,” Hannie sang more loudly.

“Stop it!” I reached out to cover Hannie’s mouth with my hand.

And guess what. Hannie hit me. She put her own arm out and she punched my hand. Hard.

So I pulled her hair.

“Cut it out, you guys!” yelled Nancy.

But Hannie and I fell to the ground. We rolled around.
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“Fight!” I heard someone yell. It was a boy. It might have been Bobby.

A few seconds later, every kid in Ms. Colman’s class was standing around us. “Fight! Fight!” they chanted.

A hand grabbed my arm. Another hand grabbed Hannie’s arm. Ricky and Nancy pulled us apart.

“Say you’re sorry,” Nancy told us.

“No way,” answered Hannie.

“Well, then, come on,” said Nancy. “Recess is over.”

My classmates and I walked back to our room. I guess Hannie and I looked as if we had been fighting. Our hair was all mashed around. We were dirty. A hole had been ripped in my shirt.

Ms. Colman made us write “I’m sorry” letters to each other. We did. But we were not really sorry.

And by the time school was over, we were not speaking.
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Enemies

Nancy and Hannie and I were standing in front of Stoneybrook Academy. We were waiting for our moms to pick us up and drive us home.

Hannie stood about ten feet away from me. Nancy stood between us. She talked to us. We talked to her — but not to each other.

At last Mrs. Papadakis pulled up. Hannie got into the car with her mother. Mrs. Dawes was right behind her. Nancy and I got into her car. We buckled our seat belts. At the end of the road, Mrs. Papadakis turned right. Mrs. Dawes turned left. I looked at Hannie through the window. She was looking at me.

I stuck my tongue out. She stuck hers out.
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I pointed to my head and made the “you’re crazy” sign. Hannie did the same thing.

“Jerk,” I muttered as I turned around.

“Why don’t you come over and play when we get home?” Nancy asked me.

“Okay,” I replied. “Thanks.”

Later that afternoon, Nancy and I were sitting on the floor in Nancy’s bedroom. We were making a village out of cereal boxes and stuff.

“You know what I decided?” I said.

“No. What?”

“I decided that Hannie was right about one thing today.”

“What was she right about?”

“She was right that the carnival was my idea. So I think I ought to go ahead and have it. And donate the money to the playground project.”

“Well — ” Nancy began.

“Will you still help with the carnival?” I asked.

“I guess — ”

“Good. Because I want you to help. But I do not want Hannie to help.”

“Uh-oh. Wait a second. I do not want to be part of the fight you and Hannie are having. I am not going to take sides.”

“You mean you won’t help after all?”

“I’ll help. But only if you and Hannie make up,” said Nancy.

I sighed. “I guess I will have to apologize to her.”

“Promise you will,” said Nancy. “I want us to be the Three Musketeers again.”

*  *  *

After supper that night, I kept my promise to Nancy.

I telephoned Hannie. I had written an apology speech. (It was very different from my “I’m sorry” letter.) I planned to read it over the phone. “Dear Hannie,” the letter began. “I am really, really, REALLY sorry about our fight. I am sorry I pulled your hair. I am sorry for anything I said that you did not like.”

The letter went on. I had written quite a few sentences.

I felt nervous when I dialed Hannie’s number. My heart was beating fast.

The phone began to ring.

Someone picked it up. “Hello?”

It was Hannie.

“Hi, Hannie,” I said. “It’s me, Karen. I’m — ”

CLUNK.

Hannie hung up the phone on me!

I could not believe it. How rude. And just when I was about to apologize to her.

Hatey Hannie.

I tried to think of something rude I could do back. I could call her again and say, “Hannie, you are a monkey-head.” I could bring her a mud brownie. (I did that once to Ricky when I was mad at him.)

But I knew I was not going to do those things.

Instead, I wandered into the living room. “Mommy?” I said.
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Potluck

Mommy was busy working. She was sitting at her desk. Papers were everywhere. Mommy was writing something.

“What are you doing?” I asked. Maybe she was already planning my birthday party — the one I would have next year.

“The fund-raising committee held a meeting today,” Mommy replied. “We talked about ways to earn money to build the playground.”

Mommy sounded very excited. So I tried to look excited. Even though I felt awful. Hatey Hannie had been mean to me.

“What kinds of things are you going to do?” I asked.

“Well, we have lots of ideas. I’ll tell you the best ones. Mrs. Reubens suggested holding a music festival. The players would perform for free, and the audience would pay to listen to them.”

“Cool!” I exclaimed.

“And Mrs. Arnold suggested inviting an author to sign books at the Book Nook downtown. Lots of people would want to buy books then. Imagine having a book with the author’s own signature in it! Later the store would donate money to the fund. Oh, and Mr. Pike said he thought a potluck supper would be fun.”

“What’s potluck?” I asked.

“That means that everybody brings something to the dinner. A casserole or a salad or a dessert. We set up tables at the community center or some place with a lot of space. Then people pay to come to an indoor picnic and try lots of different foods.”

Wow. I could see that raising money was fun. But it was hard work, too. Probably, my carnival would be both fun and work. The work part would be worth it, though. Because I would be helping out. And in the end, Stoneybrook would have a beautiful new playground.

I hoped I could help with everything. I wanted to cook something for the potluck supper. I wanted to listen to grown-up music at the festival. I wanted to meet an author who would sign a book for me.

And I wanted to plan my carnival. But who would help me? Nancy? Maybe. But not Hatey Hannie.

Boo.
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Games and Prizes

The next morning, I did not know what to do. I would see Hatey Hannie at school. What should I say to her? How should I act? What if Hatey Hannie never spoke to me again? I would feel very sad.

Mommy drove Nancy and me to school.

“Nancy?” I said. “What did I do wrong last night? I called Hannie to say ‘I’m sorry,’ and she hung up on me.”

“That wasn’t very nice,” said Nancy.

“I had planned a whole speech, with lots of ‘I’m sorries’ in it. Hannie did not even let me talk. I am calling her Hatey Hannie now.”

“I don’t think that will help,” said Nancy.

We rode the rest of the way to school in silence.

Mommy dropped us off.

When we got out of the car, the first person I saw was … Hatey Hannie. I still did not know what to do. Maybe I had not been thoughtful when I said we should give our carnival money to the playground fund. After all, it had been Hannie’s idea to earn money for skates. I know that I can be a little pushy. (I have been told this a number of times.) So I was ready to apologize to Hannie. But I did not think she would listen to me.

Hatey Hannie surprised me.

As soon as Nancy and I got out of the car, she ran to us.

“Karen?” she said.

“Yeah?”

“Can I say something to you?”

“Sure.” (Hannie looked like she thought I would run away.)

“Well … well … I’m sorry.”

I did not think I had heard Hannie right. “Excuse me?” I said.

“I’m sorry,” Hannie repeated in a louder voice. “I’m sorry I hung up on you last night. And I’m sorry I didn’t want to give money to the playground. I thought about what Ms. Colman said about helping out. I was being selfish. A playground for Stoneybrook is much more important than roller skates. And if you guys are going to help out, then I want to help out, too.”

“You do?” I said.

“Yes,” replied Hannie. (I decided never to call her Hatey Hannie again.)

“The Three Musketeers!” cried Nancy. Then she added, “Are you sure your fight is over?” She looked at Hannie and me.

“We’re sure,” said Hannie.

“Positive,” I added. “Hey, we have a lot of work to do.”

*  *  *

At recess that afternoon, Hannie and Nancy and I began planning our carnival. We sat under a tree, away from the rest of the kids.

“What do we do first?” asked Nancy.

“Mommy is making lists,” I answered. “Maybe we should make lists, too. Hannie, did you bring your notebook?”

“Yup.”

“Okay, take this down,” I said. Then I paused. “Sorry. I did not mean to be bossy. Hannie, do you want to write the lists?”

“It’s okay with me.”

“Oh, good. Thank you. Now, let’s see. First we should make a list of things to buy: prizes, lemonade mix, napkins — ”

“And a list of games,” said Nancy, “and a list of things we can borrow.”

“Ooh,” I said. I could see that we were going to be very busy.
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Announcing … Karen’s Carnival!

“There,” I said. “All done.” I sat back and looked at my work.

Nancy and Hannie leaned over to look, too.

I had just finished our very first sign for the carnival. And I had worked hard on it. I had colored the letters red and outlined them in blue. I had glued sparkles around the edges of the sign. I had drawn a smiling clown.

But Hannie and Nancy did not say anything about my wonderful artwork.

They just stared. Finally Hannie exclaimed, “Your sign says:

ANNOUNCING …

KAREN’S CARNIVAL!”

“Yup,” I replied.

“Well, why is it called Karen’s Carnival? How did the carnival get to be yours?”

“Yeah,” said Nancy. “How did that happen?”

“The carnival was my idea,” I reminded my friends. “Besides, Karen’s Carnival sounds better than Hannie’s Carnival or Nancy’s Carnival. I like the ‘K’ sounds together.”

“I wanted to call it The Three Musketeers’ Carnival,” said Nancy.

“I wanted to call it Crazy Clown’s Carnival,” said Hannie.

“Who’s Crazy Clown?” I asked.

Hannie shrugged. “I just liked the name.”

I did not say anything.

Finally Hannie sighed. “Okay,” she said. “We’ll call it Karen’s Carnival.”

“Thank you,” I replied.

After that we made lots more signs announcing my carnival. We wrote up a small flier, too. Mommy made copies of it at her office. By the end of the week, we had a big stack of posters. We had an even bigger stack of fliers.

On Friday night, Andrew and I went to the big house. I brought the posters and fliers with me. Everyone in the big house liked them very much. Charlie even said, “I’ll drive you and Nancy and Hannie downtown tomorrow. I will go with you to the stores. Maybe you can put your posters in the store windows.”

“Cool!” I said. “Thank you, Charlie.”

The next day, Charlie kept his promise. He drove my friends and me into town in the Junk Bucket. (That is the name of his car.) He went with us from store to store. At each store, I said to the person at the cash register, “May we put a poster in your window? It is for a carnival. We are going to give the money we earn to the Stoneybrook Playground Fund.”
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Some people said, “What a nice thing to do.”

“It was my idea,” I would tell them.

We ran out of posters before we ran out of stores to put them in. So Hannie and Nancy and Charlie and I climbed into the Junk Bucket. As we were riding back to the big house, I said, “What should we do with our fliers?”

“I could take some to the high school,” said Charlie. “I could tack them to bulletin boards. Everyone would see them.”

“Really?” cried Nancy. “That would be cool.”

At home, Kristy said she would put up some fliers at the middle school.

David Michael said he would put up some at his school.

“Thank you, everyone!” I exclaimed. “Thank you for helping.”

Hannie and Nancy and I gave a stack of fliers to Charlie, to Kristy, and to David Michael. Some fliers were still left over.

“We can take them to our school,” said Nancy. “We could put up one in the hallway, and one on each door, and one in the library, and one in the cafeteria — ”

“And one in our classroom!” I exclaimed. “We want our friends to know what we’re doing. We want them all to come to the carnival.”

“Yeah!” cried Hannie and Nancy.

And I added, “Oh, boy! Karen’s Carnival will be the most fun!”
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Dollars and Pennies

That afternoon, Nancy had to go home. While we waited for her father to pick her up, I thought of something.

“You know what, you guys?” I said.

“What?” asked Hannie. She was sitting on the ground. Nancy was sitting in front of her. Hannie was braiding Nancy’s hair.

“So far, we have not spent any money on the carnival,” I said. “We made the posters from stuff we found at our houses. And Mommy copied the fliers for us.”

“That’s good,” said Hannie.

“I know. But soon we will have to buy some things. We will have to buy lemonade mix and game prizes and paper cups and lots of other stuff.”

“Uh-oh,” said Nancy. And then she added, “Ow, Hannie! Don’t pull.”

“Sorry,” said Hannie.

“I think,” I said, “that I remember Mommy saying that when you are fundraising, sometimes you have to spend money to make money. I did not understand what she meant then. Now I do. If we want to make money selling lemonade, we have to spend a little to buy the lemonade mix. Then when we sell the lemonade, we earn back what we spent, plus more.”

“I get it,” said Nancy.

“So,” I went on, “we need money.”

“I’ve got four dollars and fifty cents,” said Hannie. “We can pay me back after the carnival.”

“I’ve got four dollars and twenty-five cents,” said Nancy.

“And I’ve got about five dollars. How much money is that?”

“Almost fourteen dollars!” exclaimed Nancy.

“That’s not very much,” I said. “Not when you think of everything we need to buy.”

“What are we going to do?” Hannie wondered.

Mr. Dawes pulled into our driveway then. “Hey!” cried Nancy. “We could borrow money from our parents.”

“Yeah!” I said. “Let’s all ask our parents right now.”

Nancy dashed to the car. Hannie dashed across the street. (She looked both ways first.) I dashed into my house.

“Daddy?” I called as I ran through the front door. “Daddy?”

“In the kitchen, Karen,” he replied.

“Daddy, could I borrow some money?” I asked. I skidded into the kitchen and nearly fell down. “It’s for stuff for the carnival. I could pay you back when the carnival is over. Mommy says you have to spend money to make money. Right now Nancy is asking her father for money, and Hannie is at her house asking for money. I think if you could — ”

“Karen!” said Daddy.

“What?” I was out of breath.

“Is Mr. Dawes here?”

“He is parked in the driveway.”

Daddy and I went outside. We saw Hannie and Mrs. Papadakis crossing the street. Daddy and Mr. Dawes and Mrs. Papadakis talked quietly together.

“What do you think they’re saying?” Nancy whispered.

We did not have to wait long to find out.

“Girls?” said Daddy. “We have decided that we will each give you ten dollars for the carnival. And you do not have to pay us back.”

“It will be our contribution to the playground,” added Mr. Dawes.

“Yippee!” I cried.

And Hannie said, “I think our money should be a contribution, too.”

“Yes,” I agreed. I felt grown-up.

That night, Mommy and Seth promised us ten more dollars. All together we would have nearly fifty-four dollars to spend on the carnival.
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Cotton Candy!

Fifty-four dollars sounded like a fortune. Now that we had so much money, we decided to work on our “Things to Buy” list.

So on Sunday, Nancy and Hannie and I met in Hannie’s room. After we kicked out her big brother, Linny, we got right to work. (Linny had been making bulldog faces at us. Hannie had to close the door so that we could not see him. Even so, we could hear him growling in the hallway.)

“Okay,” I said. “I will write down the list.” I sat at Hannie’s desk. “Things to buy, things to buy,” I murmured.

“Lots of prizes,” said Nancy.

I wrote down: prizes.

“A wading pool,” said Hannie.

“A wading pool?” I repeated.

“Yeah. For the duck pond. We need rubber ducks, too.”

“We could borrow those things,” suggested Nancy.

“Right,” I agreed. “I better make another list.” I wrote “Things to Borrow” across the top of a second piece of paper.

“I bet we could make some stuff, too,” said Hannie. “Like the target for the dart-throw.” (We planned to have a safe dart-throwing game. The darts would be Magic Markers. They would not stick to a dartboard. But we would be able to see where they had hit by the mark they left on the target.)

I wrote “Things to Make” across a third piece of paper.

“What kinds of refreshments are we going to sell?” asked Nancy. “Anything besides lemonade and popcorn? We will need to buy all the food stuff.”

“We could sell cookies,” I said. “The slice-and-bake kind. Kristy could help us with the oven.” I thought for a moment. “I still don’t see why we cannot sell cotton candy.”

“Because we do not have a cotton-candy maker!” cried Nancy.

“Well, we can rent one. We have fifty-four dollars now,” I pointed out.

“Do you know how much renting a cotton-candy machine would cost?” said Nancy.

“No. Do you?”

“Yes. I asked my father.”

When Nancy told me what her father had said, I gasped. “You’re kidding! That much? Then we probably cannot hire a clown or a magician, either.”

“No,” said Nancy and Hannie.

“Grrr,” said Linny from the hallway.
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Mary R. Sanderson

One Saturday, I woke up feeling excited. It was a very special day. It was not a holiday. It was the day the famous author was coming to town. This author does not write long, hard books for big people. She writes funny books for kids. Her name is Mary R. Sanderson. I love her books! And now I was going to have a chance to meet her.

It was a little-house Saturday. As soon as I woke up, I scrambled out of bed. I ran into the hallway. I almost ran into Mommy.

“Mommy!” I cried. “It’s Mary R. Sanderson Day!”

“Indoor voice, Karen,” Mommy whispered. “We’re the first ones up. Yes, it’s a big day, isn’t it? Not many people get to meet one of their favorite authors.”

“What’s an arthur?” (That was Andrew. He came out of his room, looking sleepy.)

“What’s an — ” I started to shout. Then I remembered to whisper. “What’s an author? Andrew, don’t you even know that? And anyway, it’s author, not arthur. An author is a person who writes books. An Arthur is just a guy.”

“Oh,” said Andrew.

“Mommy?” I asked as we went to the kitchen. “Do you think Mary R. Sanderson will write something in my autograph book, too?”

“Maybe,” answered Mommy. “You can try.”

“And I’m going to give her something special.”

“You are?” Mommy looked a little nervous.

“Yes. Don’t worry,” I said. “I know Mary R. Sanderson will like it.”

*  *  *

Later that morning, I was standing outside the Book Nook. I was waiting in a lo-o-o-o-ong line. Everyone seemed to want to meet the famous author. The line was so long that it ran from Mary R. Sanderson’s table through the store, out the door, and down the sidewalk.

I knew a lot of people in the line. I was standing with Seth, Andrew, Nancy, Mr. and Mrs. Dawes, Hannie, Linny, and Mr. and Mrs. Papadakis. (Mommy was busy inside.) Ahead of me was a bunch of kids from Ms. Colman’s class. Some of them had brought their autograph books, too. Behind me were Kristy, David Michael, and Daddy.

Everyone was talking, mostly about Mary R. Sanderson.

“Can you see her yet?” someone asked.

“Does she look the same as her picture?”

“Do you have her newest book?”

I did not have her newest book. But Mommy had said it would be on sale in the store. Seth was going to buy it for me. Then Mary R. Sanderson could sign it and my autograph book. And then I would give her my secret surprise.

The line moved along slowly. We reached the door. We walked through the front of the store. Seth picked up a copy of the new book. He handed it to me. And suddenly I saw … her.

“There she is!” I cried.

Hannie and Nancy and I leaned forward. Mary R. Sanderson did not look much different from other women we knew. In fact, she was young, like Ms. Colman. Even so, as I inched closer to the autographing table, I began to feel nervous.

At last it was my turn. I was looking right at the author.
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Feeling very timid, I pushed my new book across the table to Mary R. Sanderson.

“Hi,” she said. “What’s your name?”

“Karen Brewer,” I whispered. I remembered to add, “I really like your books.”

Mary R. Sanderson smiled. She scribbled something in the front of my book and gave it back to me. “There you go,” she said.

I took the book and I handed her an envelope. “This is for you. It’s a letter.”

“Thank you! I’ll read it when I get home tonight.”

“Could you sign my autograph book, too?” I whispered.

Mary R. Sanderson said she would be happy to. She was so nice.

Later, Nancy, Hannie, and I looked at what she had written in our books. My book said, “Happy Reading, Karen! From Mary R. Sanderson.” In my autograph book was written, “Yours till the kitchen sinks!”

I was gigundo happy.

(I hoped Mary R. Sanderson liked my letter.)
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The Town Thermometer

One day Mommy drove Andrew and me downtown. She parked the car and we got out. Mommy said, “Come with me to Palmer Square. I want to show you something. A surprise was put up today.”

“Oh, goody. A surprise!” cried Andrew.

We walked around a corner. In front of us was Palmer Square. It is kind of like a park. The ground is covered with grass, and green trees grow everywhere. Now a tall white sign stood right in the middle of the square. It looked like a thermometer. At the bottom was a big fat zero. At the top was written “Hurray!”

[image: image]

I frowned. “It looks like a thermometer, Mommy,” I said.

“Is Palmer Square sick?” asked Andrew.

(When would he ever grow up?)

Mommy laughed. “It is a thermometer,” she said. “But Palmer Square is not sick. The thermometer shows how much money we have earned for the playground. See the red line? It’s about halfway to the top. That means we have earned almost half the money we need. Mary Sanderson helped us earn a lot. As we raise more money, we’ll paint the line higher. When it reaches ‘Hurray!’ we will be ready to start the playground.”

“Cool,” I said.

“I don’t get it,” said Andrew.

*  *  *

In Ms. Colman’s class, we were talking about the thermometer. Almost all the kids in my class had seen it.

“We have half the money,” I announced.

“Duh!” said Bobby Gianelli.

“Shhh!” hissed Hannie. “Ms. Colman will be here any minute!”

“Duh,” whispered Bobby.

“Well, when I am all done with my car wash,” said Hank, “that thermometer will be a lot higher. I plan to make millions.”

“Really?” asked Natalie.

(Oh, for heaven’s sake.)

“Have you mowed any lawns yet?” I asked Natalie. (I could not help it.)

“No,” she said. “But I weeded our garden. I earned fifty cents.”

“I am going to have my bake sale on Saturday,” spoke up Pamela. “My big sister and I have been baking forever. I hope you guys will come.”

We said we would. We wanted to help the playground. Besides, we like cookies. Even cookies baked by Pamela.

“You know what?” said Leslie Morris. “I thought Hannie had a good idea. So me and Jannie and my brother are going to have a toy and jewelry sale. We are cleaning out our closets and our rec rooms.”

“What kind of jewelry will you be selling?” asked Ricky, my husband.

“Oh, everything,” said Jannie.

“Maybe I will buy you something, Karen,” said Ricky. “It could be an anniversary present.”

“Thanks!” I replied.

“I did not have much luck with my fundraising,” said Bobby. “I put a sign up in our front yard. It said, THE FIX-IT GUY. I REPAIR TOYS. But nobody brought me any toys to fix. I even changed the sign. I made it say, I REPAIR TOYS FREE.”

“How were you going to earn money fixing stuff for free?” I asked.

Bobby shrugged.

“Good morning, class,” said Ms. Colman.

We ran for our seats.
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Dinosaur Erasers

“Are you guys ready?” I asked Nancy and Hannie.

School was over. Mommy was going to pick up the Three Musketeers. We had a big project to take care of downtown.

“I’m ready!” said Nancy.

“Me, too!” said Hannie.

We ran outside. (We are supposed to remember to walk.)

There was Mommy.

“Did you bring the money?” I cried. “Did you remember it?”

Mommy had been taking care of our fifty-four dollars for us. Now we needed it. We were going to go shopping for the carnival. We were going to buy the prizes.

Andrew shook his head. He looked very sad. “Mommy lost your money,” he said.

“Mommy!” I cried.

“Mrs. Engle!” exclaimed Nancy and Hannie.

“I’m just kidding,” said Andrew. “Mommy has your money.”

“Andrew!” I yelled. But then I began to giggle.

Hannie and Nancy and I climbed into the car. We fastened our seat belts. Mommy drove us to a new store. It is gigundo wonderful. It only sells toys. The store is called Unicorn.

Inside Unicorn, Hannie and Nancy and I looked all around. My favorite part of the store is the shelf with the glass jars. Each jar is filled with little toys. There are lots of jars.

“Look! Teensy puzzles!” I cried.

“Little tiny troll dolls!” said Nancy.

“Dinosaur erasers!” said Hannie.

“Can I have one?” asked Andrew.

“You may choose one thing today,” Mommy told him.

“Cool! Here are rubber spiders on strings!” I said.

Nancy held up a little yo-yo. “These would be good prizes.”

“So would these,” said Hannie. “Lookit. You drop this tablet in water and it turns into an animal. A foam animal, I mean.”

“Can I have one?” asked Andrew.

“Hey, here are glow-in-the-dark dinosaurs!” I exclaimed.

“Can I have one?” asked Andrew.

My friends and I looked and looked. We wanted to buy everything. But we knew we could not. We had decided to buy just a certain number of prizes. We chose carefully. Even so, we spent an awful lot of our money.
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“Do we have enough left over for lemonade and paper cups and stuff?” asked Nancy.

“I hope so,” I answered.

We had to wait awhile for Andrew. He was still choosing his one toy. He took forever. At last he chose a dinosaur eraser. We had bought several of them. I was sure they would make good prizes.

On the way home, we passed the town thermometer.

“Ooh, look everyone!” I shouted. “The red line is higher!”

“Yea!” cried Nancy and Hannie.

But Mommy did not look very happy.

“What’s wrong?” I asked her.

“We are not earning money as fast as we hoped we would.”

“No playground?” whined Andrew.

“Oh, I think we’ll be able to build the playground,” Mommy replied. “But it might take longer than we thought.”

“Don’t worry,” I said. “Karen’s Carnival will save the day.”
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The Carnival Begins

“IT’S CARNIVAL TIME!” I yelled.

“Karen, shh. You’ll wake up the whole house,” said Nannie.

“Sorry,” I replied as I ran downstairs. “But today is the day of the carniva-a-al!”

Nancy and Hannie and I had worked gigundoly hard. We had made a booth for every game. (The booths were cardboard cartons.) We were going to set up a penny-pitch, a dart-throw, a ringtoss, a duck pond, a bottle-cap-throw, and a fortune-teller. We were also going to have the refreshment stand for lemonade and popcorn, but no cotton candy. (Boo.) We had collected enough junk for a teensy rummage sale, and Nancy was going to be selling all these friendship bracelets she had made.

“Oh, I can’t wait, I can’t wait, I can’t wait!” I sang. “Look, Nannie. It is a perfect carnival day. All sunshine, no clouds.”

“Maybe that’s good luck,” said Nannie.

“Oh, I know it is!”

*  *  *

Nancy came over to the big house early in the morning. Hannie came over just a few minutes later.

“Let’s get to work!” I cried.

My friends and I moved the booths out of the garage. We set them up in two rows, with an aisle in-between. We had made a sign for each booth, so kids would know what the games were. Hannie and Nancy and I were going to stand behind the booths. We would yell out things like, “Penny-pitch here!” or, “Play the ringtoss!” or, “Fabulous prizes!”

Then we dragged three tables into the yard. One was for refreshments, one was for the rummage sale, and one was for Nancy’s friendship bracelets.

“Now,” I said, “it’s time to put up our sign and tie balloons to our mailbox. Nancy, you take care of the balloons. Hannie, you put up the sign.”

“What are you going to do?” asked Hannie.

“Get the refreshments ready,” I replied.

So Nancy tied a bunch of yellow and green balloons to our mailbox. We had blown up the balloons the night before. Hannie stuck the sign in our front lawn. The sign read: KAREN’S CARNIVAL HERE. And I brought a pitcher of lemonade and ten bags of popcorn to the refreshment stand. Nancy and I had made the popcorn at the little house. We had popped some every night all week until Seth said, “This house smells like a baseball stadium.”

When Hannie and Nancy finished their jobs, they joined me in the backyard.

I was looking at our carnival. “Uh-oh,” I said.

“What-oh?” replied Nancy.

“I just realized something. Nancy, you are going to be at your bracelet stand. Hannie, you wanted to sell refreshments. And I wanted to be the fortune-teller. If we do those things, who is going to run the games and the rummage sale?”

“Uh-oh,” said Hannie and Nancy.

“It’s nine-fifteen now. The carnival starts at ten. We better get help fast!”

We ran into the big house.

“HELP!” I yelled.

“Karen, what happened?” asked Daddy.

I told him our problem.

“I think we can take care of that,” he said. “But from now on, don’t yell ‘help’ unless there is a real emergency. Okay?”

“Okay,” I replied.

Fifteen minutes later, Elizabeth was standing at the rummage table, and Kristy, Charlie, Sam, David Michael, and Linny Papadakis were at the game booths.

We were ready for our carnival.
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The Witch at the Carnival

“Step right up! Getcher popcorn here!” cried Hannie.

“Bracelets for sale!” called Nancy. “No two alike. Buy one for your best friend!”

“Come and haff your fortune told,” I said in a spooky voice. “Visit Madame Karen!”

It was eleven o’clock. Karen’s Carnival had been open for an hour. Nine people were there. Besides Hannie and Nancy and me and my family, that is. Kids in the neighborhood were playing games. Mrs. Papadakis was looking at the stuff on the rummage table.

“I want my fortune told, please,” said Melody Korman. Melody is a friend of mine. She lives two houses away from Hannie.

“Okay. That’ll be … I mean, all r-r-r-right. Zat vill be twenty-fife cents.”

Melody held out a quarter. I added it to the two quarters I had already earned. Then I took Melody’s hand in mine. I looked at her palm. “You vill liff for a very long time,” I told her. “Vun day, you vill get a cat … no, a kitten. Oh, and you vill pr-r-robably make lots uff money.”

“Thank you,” said Melody.

“You are velcome.”

At two-fifteen, our carnival was gigundo busy. Kids had come and gone. A lot of kids from Ms. Colman’s class had arrived.

“Cool! A dart-throw!” exclaimed Bobby.

“What’s the duck pond?” asked Jannie.

“Aw, that’s a baby game,” said Pamela. “All you do is pick up a duck, turn it over, and see what number is on the bottom. Then you match the number to a prize. Come on. I’ll buy you a friendship bracelet.” (Pamela is so bossy.)

Nobody wanted their fortune read. So I looked around the carnival. Ricky was buying a lemonade. Natalie had just won at the ringtoss.

“What prize do I get?” she asked.

David Michael handed her a dinosaur eraser. Then he dashed to my booth. “Karen!” he exclaimed. “I’m almost out of prizes! So are Linny and everyone. You didn’t buy enough.”

Oops. We were in trouble. But Charlie came to the rescue. I gave him some of the money we had earned. Then he roared downtown in the Junk Bucket to buy more prizes at Unicorn.

While Charlie was gone, the Awful Thing happened. I was minding my business when a croaky voice said, “Are you Madame Karen?”

I glanced up. In front of me stood … Morbidda Destiny. The witch next door.

I gasped.

Morbidda held out her hand. A quarter was in it.

I grabbed the quarter and said very quickly, “You’ll live a long time, and, um, you’re going to get a dog. And good luck in life.”

“Thank you,” said the witch.

Morbidda walked to the ringtoss game. She was here to jinx our carnival. I just knew it. I watched her very carefully. But the witch did not do anything bad. She played some games. She bought a friendship bracelet from Nancy. She said hello to Daddy and Elizabeth. Then she went home.

“The coast is clear!” I called to Hannie and Nancy.

The witch had spent over two dollars at my carnival.
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Thirty-two Dollars and Forty Cents

My feet ached. My back ached. The Madame Karen turban was hurting my hair. I looked at my watch. Ten minutes to four!

The carnival was supposed to end at four o’clock. But kids were everywhere. They were playing games, eating popcorn, choosing prizes. And more kids were coming.

I took off my turban. I ran to Hannie. “It’s almost four,” I told her. “We have to stop the carnival. I’m tired.”

“Me, too. But how do we stop a carnival? We cannot just tell everyone to go away.”

Nancy joined us. “I ran out of bracelets!” she exclaimed.

“Good,” I replied. “Then you can help us.” I told Nancy that we had to close up.

“How are we going to do that?” she asked.

The Three Musketeers thought very hard. We each decided to do one thing.

Nancy took the balloons off the mailbox.

Hannie made a “closed” sign. She made it quickly. In fact, she made it so quickly that it read CARNVAL CLOZED. She carried it to the front yard. Then she pulled the KAREN’S CARNIVAL sign out of the ground. She stuck the new one in the hole.

While Hannie was doing that, I found Charlie. He was working at the penny-pitch. “Step right up!” he was saying.

“Charlie, stop that!” I whispered loudly. “The carnival is over. We want people to go home. Can I borrow your megaphone?”

Charlie said I could.

The megaphone was in the garage. A megaphone is shaped like a cone. If you hold the small end to your mouth and yell through it, your voice sounds very loud.

I stood in the middle of the carnival with the megaphone. “Attention, everybody!” I yelled. “Karen’s Carnival is over! Please finish whatever you are doing. Thank you very much for coming. We appreciate your business. Over and out!”
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Slowly, people began to leave. My family and Linny went inside. Finally Hannie and Nancy and I were alone in the backyard.

“What a mess,” said Hannie.

“We better clean it up,” added Nancy.

“But first,” I said, “we have to see how much money we made. Come on.”

My friends and I went to each booth and table. We collected the money we had earned. Then we dumped it in a pile on the empty bracelet table.

“Whoa,” I whispered. “Would you look at that?”

Before us was a mountain of money — a huge pile of quarters and dimes and nickels and pennies, plus some bills.

“I bet it’s a zillion dollars!” cried Hannie.

We separated the money into piles that equaled a dollar: four quarters or ten dimes or twenty nickels or a hundred pennies. Then we counted our dollars.

“Thirty-two,” I said slowly. “Thirty-two? Is that all?”

“Here’s forty cents,” said Nancy. “We earned thirty-two dollars and forty cents.”

“But we spent fifty-four dollars. We did not even earn that back.”

I almost began to cry. What had happened to my wonderful carnival?

Kristy came outside then. I told her what was wrong.

“That’s too bad,” she said. “Maybe you didn’t charge enough money to play games. The games only cost twenty-five cents. How much did the prizes cost?”

“Fifty cents,” I answered. “Or a dollar. And I had to ask Charlie to buy more.”

“The prizes should not have cost so much,” said Kristy gently. “But you know what? I think everyone had fun today. And you can still give the thirty-two dollars and forty cents to the playground fund.”
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Hurray!

“All finished,” said Nancy glumly.

“Yeah. I guess so.” I looked around the yard. It was neat and tidy. Hannie and Nancy and I had thrown the trash away. We had taken down the booths. We had put the tables back in the house.

“Thank you, girls!” called Elizabeth from the back door. “Why don’t you come inside now? The yard looks fine.”

“Okay,” I replied.

Nancy and Hannie and I scuffled into the big house. We poured our mountain of money on the kitchen table.

“You’re rich!” exclaimed Andrew. “Can I have some?”

“We are not rich,” I replied. “Besides, the money is for the playground. So you can’t have any.”

“But look at all that!”

“It is only thirty-two dollars,” I said. “Now go away.”

“Karen?” called Elizabeth. “Please tell Andrew you are sorry.”

“Sorry,” I said.

Andrew left. Elizabeth came into the kitchen. “Would you like me to take the money to the bank for you? I could write you a check. Then you could give your mom the check instead of a bag of coins.”

“All right. Thank you, Elizabeth.”

Elizabeth wrote a check. She handed it to me. Then Hannie and Nancy had to go home. The carnival was over.

*  *  *

On Sunday afternoon, Mommy drove to the big house. Andrew and I were waiting for her. Our knapsacks were packed.

“Good-bye!” called Daddy and Elizabeth and Nannie and Kristy and Sam and Charlie and David Michael.

“Bye-bye!” called Emily.

Andrew hugged everybody.

I just said, “ Bye.”

In the car, I gave Mommy the check.

“Thank you!” she said. “How was your carnival?”

“Look at the check,” I replied. “I thought our carnival was going to be great. But we only earned thirty-two dollars and forty cents. And we ran out of prizes and the witch came. I’m really sorry, Mommy. I know it’s hardly any money at all. And we need lots and lots more for the playground.”

Mommy did not say anything. She just smiled.

“Hey, this isn’t the way to the little house!” cried Andrew a moment later.

“I know,” Mommy answered. “I have a surprise for you.” Mommy drove us downtown. She stopped at Palmer Square.

“Is this the surprise?” asked Andrew.

“That is.” Mommy pointed. She pointed to the town thermometer.

I looked at it and gasped. The red line almost reached “Hurray!”

“We held the music festival on Friday night,” Mommy explained. “It was a big success. Lots of people came. And we have not given the potluck supper yet. With the money from the carnival and from the supper we will have more than enough for the playground. Thank you, Karen. The money you and Nancy and Hannie earned has helped to put us over the top.”

“You mean we can build the playground?” I cried.

“We can build the playground,” said Mommy.

“HURRAY!” I yelled.
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Stoneybrook Playground

“The ants go marching one by one, hurrah! Hurrah!” I sang.

Hannie and Nancy joined in. “The ants go marching one by one, hurrah! Hurrah! The ants go mar-arching one by one, the little one stops to suck his thumb, and they all go marching DOWN beYOND the EARTH.”

The day was warm and sunny. My friends and I were swinging on tires. I was wearing a sparkly ring. Ricky had bought it for me at Leslie’s toy and jewelry sale.

[image: image]

Hannie and Nancy and I scuffed our sneakers through the dirt. We were playing at … Stoneybrook Playground! We went to the playground every time I spent a weekend at the big house. And we were allowed to walk there by ourselves.

Building the playground had been gigundo fun. Everybody got to help. Even kids. The grown-ups let us do things like carry supplies to the workers. The playground was pretty big. But we finished building it in just five days. That was because every day hundreds of people worked on it. This is true. And the crowds of people turned an empty lot into a place with swings, and seesaws, and tunnels to crawl through, and a fort to climb in, and a pirate ship to pretend to sail on. Almost everything was made of dark, heavy wood. Stoneybrook Playground did not look like any playground I had ever seen.

I loved it.

“The ants go marching two by two, hurrah! Hurrah!” The Musketeers continued the song. “The ants go marching two by two, hurrah! Hurrah! The ants go mar-arching two by two, the little one stops to tie his shoe, and they all go marching DOWN beYOND the EARTH!”

Scuff, scuff went our feet.

“Let’s do something different,” I said. “We have been singing and swinging for a long time. Let’s pretend we are prisoners on the pirate ship.”

“We did that yesterday,” said Hannie. “Besides, some kids are already on the ship.”

“Then let’s play house in the fort. I could be the mommy who goes to work — ”

“We played house yesterday, too,” said Nancy.

“We could slide, but I don’t want to wait in that line of kids.” I emptied a pebble out of my sneaker.

Nancy looked at the blacktop. Kids were playing hopscotch and four-square there. “Let’s play jacks!” she said. “Did anyone bring jacks?”

“No,” answered Hannie and I.

“You know what would be so, so fun to do on the blacktop?” asked Hannie.

“What?” I said.

“Roller-skate. I sure wish I had skates that fit. I’d love to skate over there. Look at that girl. She can skate backward.”

“Well, my skates are at the little house,” I said.

“And I still don’t have any,” added Nancy.

“Maybe we could raise some money to buy skates,” said Hannie.

“We could hold another carnival,” I suggested. “Only this time, we will rent a cotton-candy machine. And hire a magician. And a clown.”

“Oh, Karen,” groaned Hannie.

“Oh, Karen,” groaned Nancy.

“It was just an idea,” I said. I giggled. Then I began to sing again. “The ants go marching three by three, hurrah! Hurrah! The ants go marching three by three, hurrah! Hurrah! The ants go mar-arching three by three, the little one falls and skins his knee and they all go marching — ”

“Down!” sang Nancy.

“BeYOND!” sang Hannie.

“The EARTH!” I finished. I looked up. “Hey, the slide’s free!” I cried. “Come on! I’ll race you guys to it. Last one there’s a rotten egg!”

My friends and I leaped off the tire swings. We ran across the playground.

The playground that we had helped to build.
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