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For my dear friend, Elsie Ramberg, who “lent” me her name, although this is not her story.
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W
hen Elsie slammed the mailbox shut, it shuddered on its post.

She opened the lid again and peered inside one more time. But no matter how many times she looked, there was still no letter from Father.

She stood under the drooping lilac tree with her hands shoved in her overall pockets, staring at the front door of the house a few feet away. Even though her family hadn't lived in the house for more than a year, she still thought of it as
her
front door. With
her
yellow tulip in the stained-glass panel she'd helped Father install.

And it was still her mailbox too. Even if she did have to share it with Jimmy Tipson's family.

Elsie kicked the wooden post, pulled her hat down tighter over her bangs and tipped her head back to watch the rain. It was thin and shimmery, like the silverfish that swam out of the cupboards in the garage that was now her home. Maybe the rain would help the crops grow again. Mother said if there was more wheat, there would be more jobs, and people could feed their families and stay in their own homes. It didn't make much sense to Elsie, even though her grade-five teacher had explained about the Depression more than once. How long would it take for things to get back to normal? Whatever that was.

She was about to turn away when a voice called, “Hey. You. Get away from here!” Jimmy stood on the porch, his fists on his hips. “You're trespassing, you know.” Although he was in Elsie's class, he'd never had anything to do with her until his parents bought her family's house from the bank. Now he was always on the lookout, poking fun at her, blocking her way on the sidewalk.

Elsie pulled off her hat and slapped it against her leg. “I can stand here if I want. It's
my
mailbox too, you know.”

“Who's going to write
you
?” jeered Jimmy.

“None of your business,” Elsie yelled.

“Maybe I have your letter. Ever think of that?” As Jimmy opened his mouth to say more, the stone Elsie threw caught him on the lip. “Hey!”

“Hey, yourself.” Elsie picked up another stone.

This one landed at Jimmy's feet. “Stop that,” he screeched, “or I'll come down there and belt you one.”

“Just try it.” She held a stone in the air. “Ready for this, then? You big bully.”

“Okay. Okay.” He dabbed his lip with his fingers and looked at them. “I'm bleeding.”

“You're just a big baby.”

Jimmy's chin trembled as he pulled a handkerchief from his pocket.

“Want me to call your mother?” Elsie asked. “If you like, I can walk right up those steps. I'll fetch your mother so she can kiss you better.”

“Just leave me alone.” Jimmy stuffed his handkerchief back in his pocket. “Look in the mailbox all you want. See if I care.”

“I will,” said Elsie. “See if I don't.” She tossed another stone in the air and caught it. “I'll keep checking this mailbox until I get the letter I'm waiting for. And nothing you can do will stop me.”

She waited until Jimmy had gone back inside, slamming the door behind him, before she dropped the stone. Then Elsie pulled up the collar of her old brown corduroy jacket and, without looking back, ducked under the tree and ran through the rain to the shabby garage at the end of the yard.

“There you are, then,” said her grandmother as Elsie ran indoors. Nan was pinning damp washing to the lines strung across the room. “I could have done with your help.” She snapped a tea towel straight and pegged it up.

Sometimes Elsie thought her home looked like a spider's web, with the wash lines zigzagging across it. A curtain separating the living room from the bedroom hung from another line. Yet another curtain created a place for Uncle Dannell's cot
â€”
where Dog Bob sometimes slept too
â€”
and a separate nook for the big bed that Elsie shared with Nan and Mother.

A striped blanket hung from a rod above the front door to keep out the drafts.

Elsie slumped into the armchair that sat between the old kitchen table and a tile-topped cabinet. Father's armchair. Two battered wooden chairs and a short bench pushed under the table took up so much of the room that there was hardly space for them all: Nan, Mother, Uncle Dannell, Elsie and Dog Bob.

Father used to sit in this chair after he got home from the jewelry store each night. “Mrs. Cohen came for a brooch for her new jacket,” he might tell Elsie. Or, “Your Miss Beastly
â€”
oops
â€”
Miss Beeston? She wanted a match for a pearl earring she lost. Should have been home giving you an A for your English composition, I suggested.”

But the shop was gone now. And Father too. Elsie shoved her fists into her eyes to stop the tears.

“Ernest came looking for you,” said Nan as she pegged one last towel over Elsie's head. “Something important, he said. He plumb wears me out.” Her voice was muffled behind the laundry.

Elsie jumped up. “I'll go over.”

“You'll do no such thing, miss. I said he should come back after supper,” Nan told her.

Elsie picked at a splinter on the table. Then she said, “Ernest is going to be a newspaperman. Did you know? He collects the news so he can write about it.”

“He'll go far, I don't think.” Some of Nan's strange expressions made sense, some didn't. Elsie smiled as she took the laundry basket her grandmother handed her. “What are you laughing about?” Nan asked. “Go hang this back on the wall next to Dannell's bed.”

“Where's Mother?” asked Elsie when she came back.

“Mrs. Tipson gave Peg an afternoon's work,” said Nan. “Now, take that hat off in the house. How many times.”

Elsie hoped Mother hadn't seen her throwing stones at Jimmy. She yanked off her brown felt hat, folded it twice and shoved it into her overalls pocket. Just like she'd seen men do before they entered their own houses. Or if they stopped to have a word with their wives' friends in the street. Or when they reached the head of the soup-kitchen lineup.

While Nan dozed in Father's chair, Elsie peeled the spuds onto a sheet of newspaper. The pile of muddy skins had risen into a pyramid when she heard Ernest's signal. Three knocks. Never two or four. Always three.

That was something she could always rely on.

C
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E
rnest barged through the door without waiting for an invitation. He swept the door curtain aside. “You should hear this.” His cheeks were flushed, his beady eyes shining. He leaned against the table, panting hard. “I heard. All about it. This afternoon. So I went. To investigate.”

“Nan said to come back after supper.” Elsie dropped another potato into the pot of water. “Did you eat already? What did you have?” Meals at Ernest's house were feasts compared to hers. The parents of his family's boarders often gave Mrs. Styles boxes of vegetables and fruit from their farms. Sometimes even meat.

“I couldn't wait, could I? I didn't want to get scooped. That's newspaper talk for having your idea pinched.”

As she peeled the last potato in one long gray loop of skin, Ernest nudged her arm. The knife slipped, nicking her finger. “Watch out!” Elsie sucked at the bright bead of blood that welled up. She glared at him. “I've got chores, you know. Don't you?”

“Loads of them. I
am
the man of the house. But I got Gladdy to do them. This is real headline stuff.” He tapped his notebook.

Gladdy was one of Ernest's four sisters; he called them the Noises. They and the boarders nagged and petted him so much that he often came to Elsie's to escape.

Ernest's father hadn't run off like hers. He'd just died.

“So what's this news, then?” She wrapped the newspaper around the potato peelings and shoved the bundle into the bucket under the table.

“Two nights ago, Branscombe's warehouse disappeared. Just like that! You know, the big one down by Main Street?” Elsie could almost count Ernest's freckles, he was standing so close.

“It was there one day,” he said, “and gone the next.” He looked at her as proudly as if he'd made the building disappear himself. “What do you think of that, then?”

“Warehouses don't disappear,” Elsie said. “Maybe there was a fire. Or a sinkhole. I read about them. I bet the ground just opened up and swallowed it.”

Ernest bounced up and down, his hair flapping and his freckles blurring. “No. No. That's not it.” He'd have shaken his clothes loose if they hadn't already been untucked.
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