PART 1

Chapter 1

The freak shivered and clutched the shabby towel closer to her.  For the moment, she was alone.  The headmistress had gone off on an excursion to find her some clothes that were modest enough for someone not normal, yet clean enough to make her presentable to someone of high prestige.  Of course, the headmistress had promised to be back soon, but as the freak stood there, cold water sliding down her legs, a loud crash rang out from the kitchen.  For a minute it was quiet.  Then the familiar cursing came, followed by the even more familiar screaming... 

Her eyes drifted to the mirror.  

She wasn’t supposed to look at it.  In fact, it was illegal for freaks to be this close to one.  But the headmistress had forgotten about it long ago, and besides, it wasn’t a very good mirror anyway.  It had been scratched and dented countless times before and, though it still had a silver tint to it, years of harsh cleaning and abuse had changed it into a murky iridescent color.  

The freak paused, glancing at the door.  She could hear the headmistress from the kitchen, still screaming at the little freaks.  For a moment her body grew tense, but another look at the mirror calmed her down.  She edged towards it, her feet squeaking on the cold tiled floor.  But, just as she was about to reach it, light footsteps flurried outside.  The freak stopped at once, turning to face the door.  Nothing happened.  Still, she looked around nervously and shrunk back into the corner, fingering the silver necklace around her neck instead. 

The necklace was a chunky silver chain with a single dog tag.  On one side in worn letters was the word “FREAK” and on the other side was more information about her, including why she was a freak.  There had been another dog tag also, with information about the orphanage she lived in, but the headmistress had since taken it off.  The freak would never need that tag again; she had been sold to a wealthy politician.  In a couple of minutes, she would meet him for the first time.  

The freak scratched her head and looked around the small bathroom.  It wasn’t really a bathroom anymore.  There had been a hose in it, along with a large metal tub, but the headmistress had since taken it out for cleaning.  Now there was nothing inside, except for the mirror, a steel chair, and three nails pinned into the white walls.  The nails once held pictures, but the pictures had been torn down a couple years ago so the walls could be cleaned.  The walls were never cleaned and the pictures were never put back up. 

The freak sighed, sliding the dog tag into her hand.  She stared blankly at it for a moment before letting it drop, her fingers curling around the clunky chain.  Once more, her eyes darted around the room, but this time, instead of going towards the door, they settled on the chair.  She paused and stepped towards it, fixing the towel so she wouldn’t have to touch the cold steel.  Then, very slowly, she sat down.  

A content look spread across her face and she smiled and sighed, petting the dog tag.  Her eyes began to droop.  A minute passed, and then another...   

A noise startled her up again.  It sounded like another little rebellion began, this time in the kitchen.  Some of the younger ones had found out where the pots and pans were kept and started bashing them together.  

They would be sent away.  

The freak stood up uncertainly and glanced at the closed door again, her lips tightening as she listened to the voices outside.  Then, once more she turned to the mirror.  The headmistress was screeching at the little ones again, and for a second the freak’s lips trembled.  But a moment later, she stopped and strode towards the mirror, letting the towel fall off.  

At first, she only stared at her reflection, but after a minute, her face relaxed.  Ever since the politician had arranged to buy her, the headmistress had been giving her more food.  And, even though her ribs still jutted out and looked oddly separated from the rest of her body, she had improved.  She looked good.  

She couldn’t see any details, but she could see colors.  She was used to seeing red, but she frowned because there was another color there and she had forgotten its name.  She thought about it for a minute before smiling.  It was yellow.  Her skin was yellow.  She liked this color, perhaps best of all.  It was bright and happy and reminded her of all the other freaks who lived there.  They were yellow too.  

She scratched her head and paused before touching the mirror, letting her fingers dance across her reflected face.  And then she frowned.  

The house was quiet.  

Her fingers shot to her dog tag and she wrapped the towel around her, turning to the door expectantly.  A minute later, the headmistress clambered up the stairs and opened the door, holding out a tin of kerosene and some scissors in her hands.  She frowned at the freak.  The freak simply stared. 

“Sit.”  

She obediently sat down on the chair and turned her head towards the woman.  The headmistress frowned.  “Stay still.”  She yanked the freak’s long hair back, scissors ready.  The freak remained motionless.


The headmistress only stopped once there was a pile of hair on the floor.  She set the scissors down and glanced at the freak.  “You’re hideous,” she said. 

The freak said nothing to this, but her lip trembled and she put one hand through her hair.  

The headmistress frowned.  “Stop that,” she ordered, getting the kerosene tin out.  “Close your eyes.”  The freak shut her eyes, just as kerosene began to trickle down her hair and face.  The headmistress clicked her tongue twice before scrubbing the kerosene into her hair.  “That should kill them.”  

She tied on a dirty handkerchief and looked at the freak critically.  The freak stared back.  

“You mustn’t do that with your new master, you mustn’t stare at him,” the headmistress said.  “He will not be used to it.  He will send you away if you don’t please him, you know that.”

At those words, the freak’s pupils widened.  She opened her mouth, about to say something.

“Exactly,” the headmistress continued.  “You don’t want that to happen, do you?  You don’t want to be sent away?  You know it’s worse than death?”  

The freak shut her mouth and nodded.  

“Good.  I got something for you.”  The headmistress grabbed a small bundle the freak hadn’t noticed before and tossed it to the freak.  “It’s a dress,” she said. 

The freak frowned and picked it up.  The dress was an ugly gray, but the weave was sturdy and she guessed that it wouldn’t tear easily.  She flicked a nit off.  

“Well?  Put it on.”  

The freak nodded and quickly pulled it over her head.  Then she turned back to the headmistress and curtseyed. 

The woman frowned.  “Hideous, but at least somewhat feminine.”  The freak looked into the mirror and the headmistress muttered under her breath, “Somewhat.” 

The freak curtseyed again, this time sneaking a glance at the mirror, while the headmistress stared back.  “If he should see you like this, he will demand his money back,” she said.  “He will say you are not worth the money and you will be dead.”  

The freak turned, alarmed.  She opened her mouth and closed it while the headmistress stood, watching her. 

She looked thoughtful.  “I have an idea,” she finally said, walking out of the room.  A minute later, she came back with a sheet of brown paper.  The freak cocked her head and stared at it.  

“Sandpaper.  Stay still.”  The headmistress grabbed the freak’s chin and scrubbed the sandpaper on her cheeks.  The freak cried out at first and tried to wriggle away, but the headmistress just held her tighter. 

Finally she stopped and let go.  The freak was shaking.  Her cheeks were raw and they stung horribly, but at least they were redder.  The headmistress nodded.  “You look all right now--shut up.”  The freak quieted and wiped her face.  “Not with the sleeve,” the headmistress warned.  The freak nodded and lowered her head. 

For a minute it was quiet, the only sound being the freak’s quiet sobbing.  The headmistress sighed and began to pace.  The freak raised her eyes and stared at the headmistress dully.  

“Stop staring.”  

The freak blinked quickly and looked down to the floor.

“Better.  Now, listen, you should not tell him anything that went on here.  A politician like him should not be trusted--you know that.”  The freak nodded.  The headmistress frowned and paced more.

“Now, I have heard that he wants you to serve his daughter.  You are to appear amiable, friendly, and, to all accounts, obedient to his daughter, do you hear?  You are to treat her kindly.  Do you understand?” 

The freak opened her mouth, but then shut it quickly, a strange look coming into her eyes.  She nodded.  The headmistress squinted at her.  “He is giving a lot of money to us, you know, and we mustn’t disappoint him.”  The freak’s eyes went big and her hand flinched, but she said nothing and looked to the floor. 

The headmistress turned to the clock and frowned.  “He will be here any minute.  He does not want to wait inside so you will meet him outside.  You have two minutes to be outside.”

The freak nodded numbly.

“Get out.”  

She nodded again and staggered down the stairs.  

It was quiet.  

She expected the other freaks to come to see her for the last time, but it was quiet and no one came.  She guessed the headmistress had put them down.  


She hesitated as she came to the front door and suddenly her legs grew heavy and she felt dizzy.  She glanced back at the headmistress.  

The headmistress frowned and opened the door.  

“Get out,” she said.  The freak took one small step forward.  “Get.  Out.”  Before the freak could respond, the headmistress stepped up to the freak and grabbed her arm, throwing her outside.

The door slammed shut.  

Chapter 2
The freak landed on the stairs.  It took thirty seconds for her to catch her breath and another minute before she finally moved.  She winced and sat up stiffly, blinking away tears.  Finally she stood up, her eyes darting over the place.  

The orphanage was surrounded by a barbwire fence, facing in.  Beyond the fence there was a poor neighborhood full of rundown apartments.  Sometimes, when the orphanage was quiet, she could hear screaming coming from these buildings, but now it was silent.  The freak looked around once more before limping to the gate, which had been opened earlier this morning.  

She paused as she neared the opened gate.  She wasn’t worried about anyone coming inside; nobody would come into a place with so many freaks.  But freaks were never allowed to go anywhere beyond the orphanage.  She looked through the chain link fence and shivered.  


No one was there.  The only sound was from the rustling of an old newspaper as it fluttered along the street.  The freak stared at it for a moment before squinting at the apartments across from her.  They were ugly buildings with peeling white paint, crammed so close together that she wondered if the people there leapt through each others’ windows, just to say hello.  She turned back to the newspaper.  It had landed in the gutter and the words melted into the paper, creating a dull gray mush.    


She slipped outside and frowned, searching for any cars that might be her new master’s.  The headmistress had forgotten to ask what it looked like, but that was all right.  Since he was rich, the freak guessed he had a lovely car that was a light blue, streaked with green and maybe, if he were really rich, with pink as well.  After all, those were pretty colors and if he were rich, why wouldn’t he buy pretty things?    


There were no cars in sight, not even ugly ones.  The freak put her back to the fence, holding the chain links in one hand and her dog tag in the other.  For a moment she glanced at the apartments again, but this time her eyes drifted upwards to the sky, just peeking out above.  It was gray, but every minute or so the factories nearby would let out a loud groan and a burst of orange flame would shoot up.  She thought this was pretty.  


Five minutes passed, then ten, and there was still not a car in sight.  The freak shivered and clutched her dog tag harder still, wondering whether her new master was coming at all.  It wouldn’t matter very much if he didn’t show up.  He had already arranged the payment to arrive at the orphanage today, so the headmistress would be happy with whatever happened, unless he returned her and asked for his money back.  But if he didn’t come, the freak knew that the headmistress wouldn’t keep her.  Instead, she would be sent away... 


Perhaps he was in a rose car.  She smiled.  


An hour passed and the freak became even more anxious.  She tried to stay still, pressing herself deeper into the fence, but her eyes kept glancing at the buildings that surrounded her.  If other people saw her outside--well, they wouldn’t like that at all.  She kept expecting someone to come to her and force her back into the orphanage, but the road was deserted.  


Thirty minutes later, just when she was about to go back inside, a black sedan drove up and stopped right in front of her.  At first, the freak figured that it must have been a mistake.  She shied away from the car, her grip on the fence becoming tighter.  Then, after a minute, she stepped up uncertainly and waved her dog tag to the window.  


The car door opened.  


“Well?  Aren’t you coming?” a man in his early fifties said, gesturing to some rags beside him.  


The freak stared at him.  He was wearing a scruffy black suit that looked so disheveled that the freak wondered what the headmistress would say if he walked in. 


“Sir?” she asked carefully.  


The man frowned and rubbed his neck.  “You’re the freak, aren’t you?”  


The freak curtseyed.  “Please sir, are you my new master, sir?” she asked.  Her voice was barely a squeak.  


This question seemed to irritate him.  “Of course I am.  If I wasn’t, why would I pick you up?”  The freak’s eyes widened and she nodded quickly.  


“Thank you, sir.”  


“Sit down.”  He gestured to the rags again.  


The freak curtseyed and sat down on them.  “Very good.”  The man signaled the chauffeur to start driving and leaned back, frowning.


It was quiet.  


The freak was terrified.  At first, she curled into a ball, hoping he wouldn’t mind that she was sitting next to him, but as time passed and he didn’t seem to notice her, she peeked out, first at his dull black shoes and then, finally, to his face. 


He looked old.  


The freak squirmed nervously.  She wanted to say something nice to him, but she wasn’t sure what, so she looked out the window instead.  Colors blurred past and everything looked so strange.  She leaned closer to window, letting her breath fog it up. 


“What are you doing?”


The freak jumped and shrunk back into her seat.  “Nothing, sir.”  He frowned and turned away.  She didn’t dare move.  


After a couple of minutes without any of his notice, she peeked outside again.  The landscape was purple and distorted through the tinted glass and the buildings all were twisted into strange shapes.  She stared at this with wonder before turning back to the gentleman.  The man was watching her gravely, but as soon as she turned to him, he looked the other way.  

The farther they drove, the more upset the gentleman appeared to be and the more he openly stared at her.  Finally, he turned to the freak.  

“And what is that smell?”

The freak was surprised.  “Sir?”

“That smell.  It’s coming from you.”  The freak was too shocked to say anything.  She sunk into her seat.  “It’s kerosene, isn’t it?  Isn’t it?”  His voice was getting shriller and he sounded more upset.  “Why would anybody put kerosene in a freak’s hair?”

The freak replied that she didn’t know, but she was very sorry.  This quieted him for a moment and he stared moodily ahead.  The smell of kerosene drifted through the car and the man looked sick.  The freak hung her head down and stared at the floor.  She was mortified.  


Finally the man turned to the freak.  His face flinched--the freak guessed in disgust--and he said with a forced politeness, “Do you know what your duties are?”  She shook her head.  “First of all, my daughter Sarah is not a little girl, she’s fifteen.”  The freak started at this and her mouth dropped open. 


“But sir!”  The freak stopped when he scowled at her.  She sunk back into her seat. 

 
“Apparently, there was a slight miscommunication between the headmistress and myself.  But my daughter is not a little girl, nor do I want her to be treated as one.  She is a woman and she desires respect and a companion, though she is unaware of this fact yet.  She also needs discipline, although unaware of this fact also.”


The freak frowned at this.  “Sir, I don’t understand.”  She winced as she said this and expected to be hit.  Instead, the gentleman just sighed.  


“Never mind that.” he said.  “You’ll understand the situation soon enough.  What is important is that you are here.  And for now, that is enough.”  


The freak stared at him.   


She wanted to speak with him, to ask him a question, but when she opened her mouth, the gentleman turned away and refused to look at her, even when she coughed politely.  After a minute, she gave up and turned to the window, watching fields of purple fly past.  Every once in a while, she glanced worriedly at the gentleman again, but his eyes were closed and his face was decidedly pointed away from her.  She blushed and turned away.  


Trees began to dot the landscape and the freak watched them eagerly, her face plastered to the window.  Even the gentleman perked up, his foot tapping impatiently. 

After an hour more, the car finally stopped.  The freak tore her eyes away from the window and turned to the gentleman.  He glanced at her once before stepping out of the car.  Then he glared at the freak.  

“Aren’t you coming out?”  

The freak blushed, her eyes darting wonderingly about the car.  She opened her mouth and then closed it, looking at the gentleman desperately.  

“How?”

He sighed and opened the other door for her.  “Come on, Freak.  Follow me.”  Then, without looking back, he headed towards the house.  

She scrambled to catch up with him, but he walked quickly and she was too weak to be fast.  When he arrived at the door, it was all she could do to cry, “Sir!”  


The gentleman stopped at the sound of her voice and watched her stagger up the stairs and finally to his side.  She panted heavily, looking up at him.  “Please sir,” she gasped.  “I’m sorry.”  


“For what?”  When the freak hesitated, he shrugged and shoved the key in the door.  “Welcome home, Freak,” he said, pushing open the door. 


The freak gasped.  


The house was beautiful.  Soft chairs and sofas were strewn about, colorful yarn blankets tossed haphazardly across all the furniture.  And instead of a peeling white paint, the walls were made up of rich maple panels, decorated by pictures of bright antique airplanes, swirling in lovely blue skies.   


In the middle of the room, a big woman in her late fifties adjusted some pillows on the oversized chairs.  The gentleman coughed and stepped forward.


“Elsa?”  

The woman wheeled around, frowning.  “What do you want?” she began to ask.  And then she saw the freak.  

Her eyes grew wide and she stepped back.  “What is that?”  

The man smiled faintly and nudged the freak forward.  “Freak, I would like you to meet Elsa, the head housekeeper.  Elsa?  This is the freak.”

The freak nervously straightened out her dress and curtseyed.  “Good afternoon, madam,” she said politely.  “It is very nice to meet you.”

Elsa looked sick.  

“Oh my,” she whispered.  “What happened to her?  She looks terrible.  Oh my.  She is such a delicate thing.  I thought you were buying an older freak?”


“She is an older freak,” the man said coolly.  “The oldest one I could find.  She’s just a little underdeveloped, that’s all.”  He turned to the freak.  “Give me your dog tags.”  


Instantly the freak’s hand shot up to her necklace.  “Sir,” she began.  He shook his head.  


“I know,” he said sympathetically.  “It’s illegal for you to take them off.  But this is only for a moment.  I won’t let you get in trouble, not for this.  Come now.”  

She reluctantly took off her necklace and handed it to him, her neck feeling strangely bare.  

He peered at the dog tag and nodded.  “According to this, she is twenty years old.”


Elsa gasped.  “Twenty!  She looks twelve.  And she is supposed to be in good condition?  Oh dear!  Have you checked her teeth?  You should always check for things like that before you buy them.  Oh, why would you pick a freak without looking at her first?”  


He shrugged.  “It’s too late now.  What would you like me to do?  Send her away?”  


The freak cried out in alarm and stepped back.  Fortunately for her, Elsa had the same reaction.  

“No, no, you needn’t send her away.  Oh dear, no.  If anything, kill her instead.  That would probably be the nicest thing you could do.  She’s been through enough already.”   

He shrugged.  “She is.  But she’s a freak.  They heal quickly.  She’ll be fine in a couple of weeks.”   

“I suppose.”  Elsa sighed and glanced around the room.  “Look, if I can get another servant to finish up this room, I can at least clean her up so she smells somewhat decent.  You would like that, wouldn’t you, sweetie?”


The freak’s eyes went wide and she stepped back.  The man frowned.  


“You are not to call her by a name.  She is a freak.”  


Elsa snorted.  “Oh, bother!  Rules, rules, rules.  Always such a nuisance.  I bet that if they didn’t starve her, she would look plenty human enough.”


He sighed.  “Elsa, that talk is unacceptable here.  You know better.”  


“Oh, I know plenty of things.  But this isn’t right, sir.  This just isn’t right.  And then you won’t even let her die honorably.”  


“Elsa...”

When he was sure that Elsa would not say anything more, the man took out an envelope from his pocket and tore it open, bringing out a shiny dog tag.  Then he turned to the freak.  “This dog tag signifies that I am your new master.  Do you understand?”


“Yes sir.”


He nodded and clipped on the dog tag, putting the chain back around her neck.  “Go with Elsa.  She’ll help you.”  The freak curtseyed.  


“Thank you sir.” 


She might have said more to him, but then Elsa touched her shoulder.  “Let’s get out of here,” she murmured.  

Chapter 3
The freak wanted to look at the rest of the house, but Elsa walked so quickly that all she could see were blurs of brown walls.  Finally, when the freak thought her legs were about to collapse, Elsa stopped.  

“You’re going in this bathroom.”  

Elsa opened the door and the freak crept in.  She expected everything to be white, but the walls were covered in light green tiles and the floor was layered with such an assortment of mismatched towels that the colors were overwhelming.  The freak blinked and curled her toes into the rug.  

“It’s not as pretty as the other bathrooms, but it’ll serve very nicely for our purposes.”  Elsa kicked away some towels and turned on the bathwater, wrinkling her nose.  “Kerosene, isn’t it?  What a stupid woman your owner was.  Kerosene only gets rid of lice if you set it on fire.”  She put her hand under the faucet and frowned.  “Yes, this is good.  Strip off those horrid things, and come in.”  


The freak took off the dress carefully.  “It’s new,” she said.  Elsa snorted.  


“Your owner must have hated you.  Here.”  She picked up the dress and tossed it in the fire.  “It’s gone!  We’ll get you something else, something better.  Now get in the bath and hold still.  I’m going to shave your head.”  


The freak opened her mouth to speak, but Elsa pushed her in.  “Quiet.”  She looked over the freak and sighed.  “This might take a while.”  


It took hours.  By the time Elsa was done with all the scrubbing and shaving and bandaging, the freak’s fingers felt like pink raisins.  She rubbed her hands together while Elsa wrapped a pink towel around her shoulders.  


“Now, to find clothes for you.”  She glanced at the freak and frowned.  “You’re such a small thing.  It’s going to be difficult to fit you.”  Elsa sighed.  “I’ll be back,” she finally said, hurrying away.   


It was quiet.  


When she came back, she had an armful of colorful clothes.  The freak stood up and stared at them.  


“Are those for me?”  


Elsa shrugged.  “If they fit.  It’s Sarah’s old stuff, but she never wore it.  She’ll only wear purple.  Come on, pick out something you like.”  


“Did the master say this was all right?” the freak asked quickly.  “Did he say I could wear this?”  


“No.  But he entrusted you to me, didn’t he?”  The freak’s eyes widened and she nodded quickly.  “So pick something!”  


The freak snatched up a lacy yellow dress on the top of the pile.  “This?”  


Elsa shrugged.  “If you want.  You’re going to need more than one though.  Here, take these.”  Elsa pulled out a pink dress and laid it the freak’s arms.  “And here’s a green one.  And a blue one.  You like blue, don’t you?”  


The freak didn’t trust herself to speak.   


After a moment, Elsa sighed.  “You liked the yellow one, didn’t you?”  


The freak nodded.  


“Then here, come to me.  I’ll help you put it on.  And then you can meet Miss Sarah, the little brat she is.  Now raise your arms.  I can’t put this on if you just stand there staring at me.”  


“Sorry, Madam.”  


“Don’t be sorry.  Just do what I say.”  


After a couple of minutes of struggling, the freak was dressed and Elsa led her through the hallways to Sarah’s room.  It was hard for the freak not to prance.  Her new dress swished at her ankles and she loved how the fabric pressed against her skin.  It was too soon when Elsa finally stopped at a door.  


“Good luck,” Elsa grunted as she opened it.   


The door closed behind her with a dull thud. 


She was drowning in purple. Purple was everywhere, in the carpet, in the curtains, on the walls--even the wood furniture was stained a deep wine red.  The only exception to this was a large white couch in the center of the room.  It was covered in purple quilts and blankets.  


The freak shivered and turned away, her eyes drifting to the large bookcases housing volumes and volumes of books.  This was the only color in the room besides purple, and there were red and blue and yellow and green and brown books, all neatly engraved with gold titles.  She stared at this and stepped closer to the bookcase. 


“I suppose you’re my new maidservant,” a girl’s voice said.  The freak jumped back, a startled look on her face, and shoved her hands back into her pockets.  


“Miss?” the freak began nervously when she saw a pretty girl rise up from the couch, a lavender quilt tossed over her shoulders.  Her hair was a pale yellow and even her bold purple dress didn’t hide the rouge in her cheeks.  The freak felt herself blush.  She curtseyed.  


“Good afternoon, Miss.”  


The girl frowned.  “Did my father hire you as my maidservant?”  


“Yes, Miss.”  The freak wished her voice were stronger.  “I’m sorry,” she added, curtseying again.  


The girl ignored her.  “What is your name?” she asked, sitting up. 


“Miss--” The freak didn’t know what to say.  Her eyes went back and forth and she began to tremble.  “Miss--Miss Sarah, isn’t it?  I am sorry, I don’t have--”


The girl scowled at her.  “Just as well.  Get out.  You can tell my father that I do not need a servant, and, furthermore, if this is just another of his idiotic attempts at controlling me, then it hasn’t worked.”


The freak opened her mouth and shut it quickly.  “Miss, Miss, please!”  But she stopped because she didn’t know what more to say.


“What’s this?”  The girl sounded amused. 


The freak looked upset.  “Please Miss!  Don’t worry.  I’m not your servant.  Or, I am your servant, but that doesn’t mean--” the freak stopped talking, now thoroughly confused.  She looked at Sarah hopefully.  Sarah stood up, brushing herself off.  


“So you are an idiot, are you not?”


“If it pleases you, my lady.”  Sarah frowned.  


“Very well then, come with me.”  She walked briskly to the door and opened it, making a mock bow to the freak.  The freak blushed and curtseyed, hesitating at the doorway.  Sarah glared at her.  “Aren’t you going to come out?”  


“I’m sorry, Miss.”


Sarah snorted and led her silently through the hallway.  


She didn’t say anything else, but the walls echoed with voices from far off rooms.  The freak twisted her head around when she thought Sarah wasn’t watching, trying to catch the ghosts of conversation and laughter she heard.  But whenever the freak thought they were getting closer, the fainter the voices became until they just disappeared.  


Finally Sarah shoved open a door.   


Inside was the gentleman the freak had met in the car, sitting at a desk with a large stack of papers beside him.  If he knew they were in the room, he didn’t show it; he didn’t look up and would occasionally scribble something in a deep red journal beside him.  The freak blushed and curtseyed anyway.  Sarah stood and watched him.


“Let me guess,” he said finally, not looking up.  “You are dissatisfied with my purchase and would like to return it immediately.  Before I will even consider returning it, give me a reason.  Why is it insufficient for your needs?”


Sarah blinked.  “Insufficient!  What are you talking about?”  He looked up hopefully.  This encouraged Sarah and she gave an important cough.  “I am having problems with my new maidservant.”  He looked down and sighed.


“I am very busy now, daughter.  Why are you here?”


“You’re the one who keeps giving me these maidservants.  Do you deny it?”


“No.”


His short answer discouraged her.  “Well, I don’t want one.  Especially this one.”


“What has this one done to you?”


She snorted and drew herself higher.  “She is an idiot--she has freely admitted it herself.  She cannot talk, she cannot think, and besides that, she has a ghastly air about her.”  


“Ghastly air?”  He looked confused for a moment and then laughed.  “Oh, you mean you think she looks ugly?”  They both looked at the freak, Sarah with contempt and her father with amusement.  The freak blushed and curtseyed again, straightening out her lovely yellow dress.  


“Partly,” Sarah said, turning back to her father.  “But that is not the only reason.  You see--” Sarah began.  


They were going to send her away.  


The freak’s eyes widened and she paled, twisting her hands together.  She watched Sarah talk to her father and her father looking on, sometimes rather bored, sometimes rather annoyed.  The freak wanted to interrupt, but that would be rude (and illegal) so she stayed quiet.  


Finally, the man interrupted Sarah.  “Are you sure you want to get rid of her?”


“Yes, quite sure.”


He sighed.  “Then do as I say.  In this desk on the right hand side in the third drawer to the bottom there is something you will need.  Open this drawer.”  He didn’t look up and Sarah paused strangely before going to the desk.  


“There’s a couple of pens here and--” she stopped and her eyes went wide.  


“A gun loaded with exactly one bullet and cocked.  Be exceedingly careful when handling it--do not touch the trigger.  Take it out.”  Sarah looked surprised and a little fearful, but took it out very carefully nonetheless.


“Why is this here?”


Her father ignored her question.  “Take the gun and point it at the freak.”


“What!”


He looked annoyed.  “The freak.  Your maidservant, as you call her.  Point it at the freak’s chest, straight at her heart, and shoot.  Do not point it at the freak’s head as that method is too messy.  It may kill instantly, but I don’t want the rugs to be stained with too much blood.  The servants will complain; besides the rugs were expensive.”


Sarah looked horrified, but the freak didn’t care anymore.  She stepped forward and looked at the man pleadingly.  “You will not send me away then?”


He shook his head.  “No.  Sarah will kill you instead.  Step away from the carpet.”  


“But what about the pretty dress?”  


He flinched.  “What about it?”  


The freak fingered the yellow fabric and nodded, her hands shaking.  But at least she wasn’t being sent away.  She thanked the man graciously, giving him a low curtsey, and stepped off the carpet.  


Sarah was staring at the gun in her hands.  She didn’t move for a minute and the only noise was the shuffle of her father sorting papers.  She finally looked up, her face twisted strangely.  “The bullets are blanks.”


“Do you think so?”


Sarah seemed wholly convinced now.  “Yes.  It doesn’t make sense for you to just hand me a gun that is fully loaded.  If I wanted to, I could shoot you instead.”


“True.”  He didn’t sound remotely concerned about this and kept sorting papers.  “I suppose you could if you wanted.  But it’s not fully loaded.  There’s only one bullet there at the moment--I took the other five out.  If you killed me, you would not be able to kill the freak.”


“And what if I didn’t want to kill the freak?”


“Then I would think you a fool.”  He continued sorting papers.  Sarah stopped and then, biting her lip, she stepped up and put the gun to her father’s head.  He paused and turned to her, the gun still at his head.  Then he laughed bitterly.  “Sadie, you are one of the most amazing women I have ever met.”


“The bullets are blanks.”


“If you say so.”


He watched her, interested as her face contorted into different emotions.  His face was calm and even amused.  Finally Sarah smiled and then, pointing the gun away from her father’s head and to a couch instead, she fired.  


The sound was loud; the freak could hear her ears ringing and not much else.  The couch had a deep hole in it and its stuffing was leaking out.  Sarah’s father looked at it with a frown.  “Pity, I liked that couch.”


Sarah’s eyes went wide and with a cry she dropped the gun and ran out.  The freak looked at her and then at Sarah’s father pleadingly.  He lifted his eyebrows.  “Well?  Follow her.”  The freak nodded, curtseyed, and rushed after Sarah, her pretty yellow dress swishing at her heels.  


Sarah’s father watched her leave before turning back to his work.  

Chapter 4
By the time the freak had entered the room, Sarah was already there, sitting on the floor.  The freak was exhausted, but she stood up politely and watched Sarah.  

“Your father told me to come here,” the freak said after she caught her breath.

“Did he?”  Sarah didn’t look up, nor did she sound particularly interested.  

The freak waited.  

Finally, Sarah stood up and looked at the freak strangely.  “Did he say anything else?”  The freak shook her head.  Sarah turned and stared out of the window.  

“I’m sorry about what I said back there.  I didn’t realize who you were.”  Sarah waited for a response, but the freak was quiet.  She turned to the freak.  “He’s tried to do that for a while now, give me a maidservant that is.  I never like them at all.”

The freak curtseyed politely.  “I’m sorry Miss.”  

“Of course, I never thought that he would give me someone like you,” she continued.  “From the way he talked, I hardly believed he would even consider letting a freak inside this house at all.  I wonder what caused this change of heart.”  She broke off and glanced at the freak.  “You don’t understand anything I’m saying, do you?”  

“No, I’m sorry Miss.”  

Sarah sighed and rubbed her face.  “So you’re freak.  That’s why you couldn’t give me your name.  You didn’t have one.”  

The freak curtseyed again.  “Yes, Miss Sarah.”  Then she paused, her eyes flickering hopefully.  Very slowly, she said, “But you have two.”

“What?”  Sarah looked confused.  

“You are Sarah and Sadie.  Your father called you them.  Is it fun?”

“What?”  When the freak hesitated, she said, “I don’t understand.  What’s fun?  Having two names?”  The freak nodded eagerly.  Sarah looked even more confused.  “I suppose it is, but I haven’t really thought of it that way.  All my friends call me Sadie and all my enemies call me Sarah.  It works out pretty well, I suppose.  If I hear ‘Sarah’ I know to be on my guard and if I hear ‘Sadie’ I can relax.”

The freak nodded.  “It must be nice.”

“Nice?”  Sarah cocked her head and stared at the freak.  “Nice?  What’s nice about it?  Now, only one person calls me Sadie, and that’s only when he’s alone with me since he’s terrified of my father.  I would hardly call that nice.”

“Your father called you Sadie.”

“But he doesn’t count!”  

The freak bit her lip.   “I’m sorry, Miss Sarah.”  She gave her a tiny curtsey and paused, looking thoughtful.  “If you please, I can call you Miss Sadie.”

Sarah shook her head and said in a bitter voice, “My name is not Miss.  And it’s not Sadie either.  It’s Sarah.”  Sarah frowned and rested her head on her knees.  “My father called me Sadie only because he knows it vexes me when he does that.  I don’t like it at all.” 

The freak thought she would say more, but Sarah was quiet.  The freak waited a minute before she coughed politely.  “Miss, please, what is your name?”  

For a second, the freak was afraid that she had been too bold, but Sarah only paused, her face thoughtful.  

“You’re a funny one, aren’t you?”  When the freak didn’t say anything, Sarah sighed and ran her hand through her hair.  

“Call me Sadie, please,” she finally said.  “But only when we’re alone.  I don’t want you to be shot just because you called me that.”  

Sarah suddenly looked up, a mischievous smile crawling across her face.  “What about you?  Do you want a name?”

The freak started at this.  “That’s illegal.”

“But do you want one?”  When the freak hesitated, Sarah laughed.  “I won’t hurt you.  A year ago, I was actually trying to rescue all the freaks I could.”  

“Really?”  

Sarah nodded.  “Really.  Except my father stopped me before I actually got a chance to go to far.”  She made a face.  “As you probably guessed, that’s the reason why I was so surprised my father actually got you.  But I digress.  Would you like a name?”  

The freak bit her lip and nodded fiercely.  “But it’s illegal.”

“What if we’re alone?”  Sarah smiled.  “It would just be like you calling me Sadie; nobody else but us would know.  It might be fun.  What do you think?”  

The freak shuddered but didn’t protest against it.  

Sarah clapped her hands and flopped onto the soft couch by the window.  “Very well then!  Let me pick out a nice name for you.”  She thought about this and smiled.  “How about Bethany?  I think it suits you fine.”  

The freak felt helpless.

“Oh, Miss!” she said.  “It’s a very pretty name.  But you’ll get in trouble.  I’ll call you Sadie, but to have a pretty name myself--oh no!”


Sarah shook her head and stood up, beginning to pace.  “If I have a maidservant, I’m going to call her by a name.”  She thought a bit before saying, “Your new name is Bethany.  I can call you Beth for short.”  She winked at the freak.  


“No, Miss,” the freak said.  “It’s illegal.”

“Let me guess,” Sarah said in a gentler tone.  “You’ve never read the dictionary and found the definition of freak, have you?”  The freak shook her head.  Freaks were not allowed to read.  Sarah’s mouth twisted arrogantly and she said, “A freak is a mutation, someone not worth living, a cast-away of society, an untouchable.  And why?  Because they were genetically modified to do something special.  But they weren’t always hated.”

The freak nodded.  “That was the past.”

“Yes,” she said, “but it could be now.  In fact, in some places it is now.  Did you know that?  Did you know that there’s actually another place where you could be free?”  

The freak shook her head.  

Sarah bit her lip and looked at the freak.  She opened her mouth to say something, thought better of it, and asked instead, “What can you do that’s special?”

“A flame comes out of my left pinky.” 

“Have you ever seen this flame?” Sarah asked.  The freak shook her head.  Sarah smiled and laughed.  “Then it’s a lie.  You have never seen it, therefore it doesn’t exist.  You aren’t a freak.”  

The freak looked confused and opened her mouth to speak, her fingers brushing against her dog tags.  

They made a sweet tinkling sound.  


Sarah frowned and flopped back onto the couch, drawing several quilts around her.  “Just because you’re in a bad situation doesn’t make you a freak.  Otherwise, everybody would be one.  It’s your actions that determine whether you’re a freak.  I--well, I won’t get into that now, but let’s just say there are some bad things going on right now, and I suppose I could give up and die, but I won’t.”  


“Things?” the freak asked.  


Sarah nodded.  “It’s quite a long story.”  The freak looked at her wonderingly, but said nothing.  Sarah sighed and pulled the quilts closer.  “Like I said, it’s a long story.  When I was five years old, my father betrothed me to a man named Claude.  This year I am to marry him.  He’s fifty-five years old, fat, and balding.  I’ve seen pictures of him.”  She frowned.  


“Is he good?” the freak asked.  


“Good?  I don’t know.  I’ve never met him.”  


The freak opened her mouth, confused.  She turned to Sarah, but before the freak spoke, Sarah quickly said, “I know, it sounds like I’m being judgmental, but it’s not just that!  If it were just his looks, then I wouldn’t mind, because love is deeper than that.  But it’s the circumstances around the whole matter--they seem fishy!  When my father made the arrangement, my mother wasn’t consulted and nobody realized what had happened until everything legal had been signed.  It doesn’t make sense.”


The freak bit her lip.  “Your father?”


Sarah shook her head.  “I don’t know.  He says he did it because the marriage would be advantageous to both sides, especially mine, but he also says other things that make me suspect otherwise.  So that means he’s lying, but I can’t figure out how.”


“What does he want?” the freak asked.  


Sarah frowned.  “Power.  Apparently, my fiancé is high up in the power circle.  If my father can please him with me, then he can have more power.  And then my father can always exercise his power with me.”  Her voice trailed off.  


She stared at the wall for a couple of minutes until finally she shivered, pulling the blankets to her chin.  “Will you ever forgive me?” she whispered.  


“For what?”  


“For what just happened.”  When the freak looked at her curiously, she shuddered.  “Before, when I complained about the maidservants, he just dismissed them.  I thought he was going to dismiss you too, but I was wrong.  I was wrong.”  


“It’s all right,” the freak said.  


“No it’s not!  What if you died?  What if he killed you?”  


“Then I would be dead.”  


Sadie frowned and might have said something more, but just as she opened her mouth, Elsa came in the room, carrying a bowl of porridge.   


“Dinner is ready, Miss Sarah,” she said, shifting the bowl in her hands.  “Your father is waiting.”


“Tell him I’m not hungry.”  Then, as an afterthought, she said, “Give the freak her dinner.  She is my new maidservant.”  Sarah turned and walked into her bedroom without another word.  


The freak heard a click of a lock.  


Elsa sighed.  “Dreadful child,” she murmured, setting the bowl down in front of the freak.  “Always dramatic.  Never knows when to quit.  Just like her mother.”  


The freak stared at her food.  “Is this mine?”  


Elsa snorted at these words.  “Of course it is.  Otherwise, why would I put it in front of you?”  When she saw the freak’s confused face, she added, “That’s all you get, for now.  The master says you have to eat simple foods before you can eat anything more sophisticated, being starved and everything.”  


“Will I be sent away?”  


Elsa flinched at these words.  “No.  The master will never send you away.  He’s not that type of man.  Not at all.  He’ll kill himself before he sends you away.”  Elsa rubbed her gray hair, looking over the freak.  Then, in a kinder voice, she said, “Don’t bother yourself too much about Sarah.  She’s not worth worrying about.”  


The freak frowned and nodded before poking her food.  She began to eat. 

Chapter 5


Sadie and the freak settled into a strange morning routine.  The freak would wake up early to the sound of birds, and stretch, feeling the warmth of the sun and the comfort of the sofa.  Only after she watched the sun stream away would she would get up, straightening the room for the morning.  As she did this, Elsa came up with food for the freak.  “Is she up?” Elsa would always ask.  

The freak always shook her head.  

The freak ate while Elsa went to Sadie’s door.  Sadie had the only key and she always kept it locked, so Elsa would pound on the door loudly.  “Miss Sarah!” she yelled, jiggling the doorknob.  “Miss Sarah, it’s time to get up!  Sarah!  Don’t make me get your mother!”  This dialogue would last about five minutes, with a colorful assortment of threats and insults, until finally Sadie emerged from her room, a grumpy scowl across her face.  Elsa would undress Sadie and then Elsa and Sadie would have a battle of what Sadie should wear.  

Sadie always won.  

After Sadie was dressed in the purple garment of her choosing, Elsa would usher Sadie outside the room to eat breakfast, careful to lock the door.  


And then the freak was alone.  


For the first couple of days, she simply wandered the room, letting her hands explore everything.  There were the soft wool blankets and the scratchy white couch and so many other trinkets scattered around that the freak was occupied for hours.  


Her favorite discovery was the window.  At first, she thought it was just like the windows in the orphanage, but after tugging on the handles a little bit, she discovered that the window wasn’t really a window--it was a door.  After some struggle, she slid it open and crept out onto the balcony, peeking over the ledge.  And then she gasped.  


She was flying.  

Below her were the gardens, little servant heads peeking out of the bushes as they walked past.  A creek slid through and the freak could just make out a lake at the edge of her vision.  Just beyond the gardens was the forest.  Thousands of birds nested there, and she could see them fluttering about showing off their bright colors.  It made her wonderfully dizzy.  


She spent most of her days on the balcony outside, curled up with a blanket, just watching the birds flitter about.  There was only one thing disturbing about spending time there.  Every morning, Sadie’s father walked the path below. 

She crawled back into Sadie’s room whenever he passed.  She was scared of him, though she wasn’t sure why.  At first, she thought it was because of the stories Sadie told her, but when she looked at Sadie’s father, what frightened her most was his slow, lopsided walk.  It seemed unnatural, and though she knew that he couldn’t change it, she always cringed when he walked by.


But the birds didn’t seem to mind him.  Whenever he walked by, the forest throbbed with so many different colors that at first the freak thought the forest was alive.  

Most of the time, Sadie’s father ignored the birds and simply continued his walk, but once he stopped.  Smiling, he peeled the paper away from the bundle in his arms, revealing a loaf of bread.  Then, as the freak watched, he tore the bread apart and scattered it on the ground.  


At first, the birds only poked out, hopping closer and closer to Sadie’s father until, at the very last moment, they raced away, chirping indignantly.  But Sadie’s father didn’t move and soon the birds clamored all over the bread.


The freak could only stare.  

The next day after Sadie and Elsa left, the freak stole a hunk of bread left over from Sadie’s breakfast and snuck outside.  After making sure Sadie’s father wasn’t around, she broke bread and threw it all over.  

At first, nothing happened.  But then, just as the freak was ready to go back inside, a blue jay came by, cocking his head at first the freak and then the breadcrumbs.  Slowly, very slowly, he hopped down to the floor and took a piece.  And then he burst away.  

She thought he was going to be the only one, but another one came.  And then another.  Soon the place was alive with colors and the freak was giddy with joy.  

This became a morning ritual.  The freak saved bits of bread from her breakfast and then fed them to the birds outside on the balcony, watching their bright colors swish by as they dived for the crumbs.  She even named the birds according to their colors, giving the yellow ones happy names and the red ones impressive names that she heard from Sadie.  But they were just birds, not people.  She looked forward to the afternoons when Sadie returned.  Sadie always made the afternoons interesting.  

Sometimes the afternoons were too interesting.  One time, after three weeks of living together, Sadie came in with a smile on her face.  She was holding a colorful book in her hand that said, “The Badger that Never Cried.” 

“I have something for you,” Sadie said, gesturing to the book.  “Today I’m going to teach you how to read.” 

The freak stared blankly.  “But it’s illegal.”  And it was.  The only thing freaks were allowed to read was the word “FREAK.”  Otherwise, reading was forbidden.  

Sadie ignored her.  “First things first, what do you think the story is about, just by looking at the cover?”  She dropped the book in the freak’s lap and pointed.  The freak blinked.  The cover depicted a humanized badger in a loose shirt and shorts looking at a humanized rat in overalls.  The freak shifted her eyes to the locked door before she answered.  

“It’s two freaks wearing colorful clothes.”

Sadie blinked.  “What?  No, they’re not freaks.  Look closer.”

The freak squinted.  “You’re right.  No tags.”  

“No!  Look at the fur.  See the shapes of their faces?  They can’t be freaks since freaks look like humans.”

“You’re right.  They’re cuter than freaks.”

“No!  This is a badger,” Sadie said, pointing a finger at the bigger one, “and this is a rat.  They can’t be people because they’re animals.”  The freak stared at Sadie.  

“That’s not a rat.”

“Beth!  Don’t be silly.  In this story, this is a rat.  Don’t make this more difficult than it is.”  The freak’s eye twitched slightly, her way of sulking.  As far as she was concerned, this was the most idiotic story ever written and she wondered why Sadie was wasting her time on it.  

Sadie’s lesson didn’t go well.  The freak was bored halfway through the picture book, and by the end of the story, both were furious with each other.  Sadie finally threw down the book and marched out of the room. 

She didn’t try to teach the freak how to read after that.

But the afternoons weren’t necessarily bad.  Most times, Sadie and the freak would sit together and talk quietly, undisturbed.  The freak learned more about Sadie, the evils of her father, the servants, and a man named Daniel.  

The freak was particularly interested in Daniel.  She never heard Sadie speak so kindly of anyone before and the mere mention of Daniel’s name would make Sadie calmer.  She said his name a lot, but it was only after two months when the freak had the courage to ask to Sadie who he was.   

“Daniel?”  She laughed and her eyes softened.  “Daniel’s one of the greatest men alive.  He’s smart, funny, and attractive--anything you want, he is.  He’s about thirty-five years old--twenty years younger than my fiancé--he has a nice boyish face, sandy hair with just a tinge of red, emerald green eyes, and he is so sweet!”

“Sweet?  How?”

“Well,” Sadie said, cocking her head to one side and giving out a dreamy sigh.  “It’s kind of hard to explain.   Sometimes he does special things for me.  For instance, if he sees something that he knows I’ll like, he’ll get it for me.  And his gifts are always thoughtful.  Once he even bought me a pearl necklace!”  

The freak frowned and automatically fingered the chunky chain around her neck.  But Sadie didn’t notice this and continued on happily.

“He’s the only one who really understands and cares for me here, besides Mother that is.  For example, there was this one time when my father was particularly mean to me and Daniel left me some chocolates and a note.”

“Chocolates?”  The freak had never heard that word before.  

“Yes,” Sadie said off-handedly.  “They’re really rare and expensive.  Wait, let me get the note.”  Sadie scampered off the couch and went into her bedroom.  After a minute, she raced out, holding a note with scrawled handwriting.   She read the note out loud:

#

Dear Sadie,

Sorry for what happened, no girl should go through that.  I can’t do much for you now unfortunately, but here’s a box of chocolates.  Love you always.

--D

#

Sadie frowned.  “Shortly after that, my father forbade Daniel to come in here alone to talk to me.”

“He did?”

“Yes, but it makes sense.”  Sadie smiled mischievously.  “You see, Daniel is in love with me.”  

The freak stared blankly.  

“That is,” Sadie explained quickly, “whenever we are alone together, there is obviously some tension.  Romantic tension, if you know what I mean.”  Sadie winked.  The freak stared at her more.  

“I see, Miss,” the freak said slowly.  

Sadie frowned and stood up, pacing.  “No you don’t.  Men can fall in love with me.  I’m not that ugly, you know?  Maybe I’m not the prettiest around, but I’m certainly attractive, and I have a good mind besides.  Why, I am sure that there have been many men who have started--and enjoyed--flirting with me.  It’s not like I’m only good for fat old men.”  

“I know that, Sadie.”

“Good!  I’m glad.  It’s about time someone believed me.”  Sadie turned to look in the mirror and played with her blonde hair.  “I am not ugly.”  The freak sat, frowning at her.  

“Of course not, Miss.  I love your hair.  It’s pretty.”

Sadie’s face twitched and she stared sullenly ahead at the mirror for a long time.  Finally she got up and sighed.  “It’s time to go to bed.”

Chapter 6

Three months had passed since the freak had first arrived and, for the first time, she felt sick.  She shivered and twitched nervously as Sadie dressed her in a pretty blue dress.  


“Stop fidgeting,” Sadie said, tugging at the freak’s clothes.  


“He won’t send me away?”


Sadie snorted.  “Well, knowing my father, anything is possible, but my mother would never send you away.  And remember, this dinner is with her also.  I’m not quite sure why he invited you in the first place, but like I said, anything is possible with him.”


“But isn’t dining with a normal person illegal?  For me?”


Sadie shrugged.  “I suppose not.  Otherwise he wouldn’t call for you in the first place.  He’s a politician; he won’t do anything illegal.  But at the same time, I would be careful.  Be polite, use good manners, and don’t panic.  I’ll be there for you, remember?”  She winked at the freak.  

The freak nodded solemnly, but still trembled, her fingers reaching for her dog tags.  Sadie frowned.  “Cheer up and stop playing with that horrid necklace.  I told you, he’s not going to kill you.”


“Then what does he want?”


She shook her head.  “It’s not worth worrying about, Beth.  Everything is going to be just fine, you’ll see.  Just stop playing with that necklace.”  She winked once more and grabbed a purple ribbon off her desk, tying it into her hair.  “If it makes you feel better,” she said, “my father once said a freak saved his political career.  Of course, that freak was probably sent away afterwards, but what can you expect?”  Sadie laughed until she saw the freak’s terrified face.  

“I think he may have been joking,” she said gently.  

“Why would anyone joke about that?” the freak demanded shakily.  “Why would anyone joke about being sent away?”

Sadie’s face suddenly hardened.  “It was just a joke, Beth.  Nothing else.”  The freak opened her mouth to argue, but before she could, Sadie said, “Let’s not talk about this anymore.  Besides, they’re waiting for us.”  Then she turned and marched to the dining room.  The freak hurried to keep up with her. 


When the freak entered the room, she gasped. The walls were wooden and covered in tapestries from a classical era--tapestries which showed dancing and gayety from a far-off time.  Chairs covered the hardwood floor, but when the freak looked closer, she realized each chair was a masterpiece in itself.  There were intricate carvings on every one, each of the carvings being a little different.  In the middle of this room, there was a huge table that could seat at least twenty people.  And hovering over it all was a crystal chandelier, shooting colorful sparkles everywhere.  Four places were set on the table, but only Sadie’s mother was there.  

The freak cast a shy glance at Sadie’s mother.  She was gorgeous.  A pale green dress, embroidered with a daisy pattern, hung on her and small peridot butterflies were woven into her loosely braided hair.  

As she saw the two walk in, her lovely violet eyes flashed.  She stood up.  

“Your father is late,” she said crisply.  “And, of course we must wait for him before we may eat.”  Sadie frowned, but sat on the opposite side of her mother without an argument.  The freak stood, being careful not to lean on a tapestry, and watched them both. 

“What is he doing?” Sadie asked, looking at the food hopefully.  Sadie’s mother snorted.  

“The usual excuse, doubtless.”   

“Oh,” Sadie said.  

It was quiet.  

They waited there for a long time.  Sadie’s mother sighed, holding her head in her hands and trying her best not to look at the freak.  Sadie squirmed, glancing up at the silver platters of food lined up in the middle of the table and then at the empty silver plate in front of her.  

In the beginning, Sadie or her mother would try to start a conversation.  Sadie commented on how pretty her mother’s dress was and her mother commented on how pretty Sadie’s dress would look on someone with a slimmer figure.  Then Sadie would blush and stop talking, until her mother would mention something about the weather.  But inevitably the conversation always died, Sadie looking down at the floor, humiliated, and her mother glaring at the freak.  

The freak shuffled uncomfortably and tried to ignore them both, instead looking up at the dancing rainbows the chandelier created.  

They were there for an hour before Sadie’s father finally rushed in, a briefcase tucked neatly under his arm.  Both of the ladies stood and the freak, who was already standing, curtseyed to him.  He blinked as he saw the food.  “I told you I would be late.”

“Yes,” Sadie’s mother snapped.  “I thought you would only be an hour late, two at the most.  You’re three hours overdue.”  He blinked again and set the briefcase down, muttering a short apology.  Then he smiled uncertainly and smoothed down his pockets.  

“I brought you something, Carolina,” he whispered.  “Close your eyes.”  Sadie’s mother’s face suddenly lit up.

“What is it?”  

“You’ll see.”

“But what is it?”

He laughed.  “Close your eyes and I’ll show you.”  

“Oh, you’re such a tease!”  But whatever she had against him was forgotten and she giggled, clasping her hands over her face.  

For a moment, he just stared at her at her with hungry eyes.  Finally, Carolina peeked out of her fingers.  

“Well?” 

“Just a moment.”

Carolina put her hands back on her face, wiggling happily, and he rummaged through his coat, bringing out a rose that had wilted in his jacket and a box of chocolates that had melted and stuck to his shirt.  He picked up the rose and stared at it strangely.  “Oh.”

Carolina opened her eyes and groaned.  “Look what you’ve done!  Oh, let me see.”  She rushed to him and tugged at the shirt.  “This must be washed right away.  Elsa!  Come here at once!”  She turned to the shirt again and picked at it.  “Dear me!  Is this the new shirt that I got you last week?  Oh dear, it is.  You are impossible.”

He handed her the rose and the chocolates.  “A little worn, but the chocolates still taste good.”  She snatched them away from him, throwing the rose down to the floor and tossing the chocolates away.  He stared at her strangely.  “But--”

She slapped him.  “Do you think I care about them now?  Of course not!  Look at them!  They’re old and disgusting.  Whatever came into your mind?  You come in late, and you don’t even have the decency to give me a fresh rose!”

He opened his mouth, about to say something.

“Oh, never mind that.  Go and change immediately.  I won’t have my husband in rags that would suit a freak.”  She glared at the freak and the freak cringed.  

Sadie’s father nodded, picking up his briefcase.  “Eat,” he said, waving his hands over the table before rushing out the room.  Carolina remained standing and Sadie looked at the food pathetically.  

“He said we could eat,” Sadie said.

“Shut up,” her mother snapped.  Sadie blushed and looked to the floor.  

After a couple of minutes, Sadie’s father came down.  He looked at his family and frowned.  “Why aren’t you--?”

“It is not proper for ladies to eat without a gentleman’s presence.”  Carolina sat down and stared at the food.  “You don’t want us to be improper, do you?”

He said nothing to this, but silently carved the meat, handing a plate to Sadie.  She began to reach for it, but before she could, her mother took it instead.

“Oh, this is much too much for our dear Sarah!  Why, we should be watching her figure.  After all, soon we’ll have to go shopping for wedding gowns and it wouldn’t be good to have the clerks tell us that they could not tell our little Sarah from a balloon.”

Sadie’s eyes widened and she looked down, humiliated.  Her father only shrugged.  “If you insist, Carolina.  Freak?”  

The freak stopped, her spoon hovering over a small bowl of cabbage soup.  She trembled, looking at her soup and then back at Sadie’s father.  “Yes sir?”  

“Would you like something more substantial to eat?” 

The freak blushed and opened her mouth to say something polite, but then Carolina gave a cry of fury.  “Oh, you rotten man!”  She thrust the plate in front of Sadie.  “There!  Take it.  When your future husband sees you, he will be disgusted and you will shame our entire family.”  Sadie turned red.

“No.  I’m not hungry,” Sadie said, pushing the dish away.  “Honest.”

“Nor am I,” her father said, staring at the plate Sadie had rejected.  “Carolina, won’t you have it?”

“Fine!”  She took the plate and began slicing the meat.  Then she glared at her family.  “Won’t you have any?  Or do you enjoy making me feel like a glutton?”  Sadie blushed.  Her father began to dish out two small plates, purposely giving himself the smaller portion.  He stared at his food, nudging it with a fork.  

Sadie was afraid to eat.  

After a couple of minutes of silence, the freak began to eat.  She did not particularly enjoy her soup, but she pretended she did anyway.  This took some concentration and effort.  On one hand, if she didn’t appear grateful to her master, then she was sure to be sent away.  On the other hand, if she appeared greedy for more, she was sure to be sent away.  It was a delicate balance of both, and she kept looking at Sadie’s parents for reassurance.  

They ignored her.  

Sadie finally succumbed to her hunger and began to eat ravenously.  Carolina was done with her dinner and watched her husband and his untouched food.  Every once and a while, he would make a great show of putting a spoon near his lips or touching the tip of his fork with his tongue, but he was not hungry.  Finally Carolina frowned.  “We’ve all had bad days, haven’t we?”

Sadie blushed and her father quickly raised a piece of meat to his mouth so he would not be able to respond.  Carolina ignored them.  

“Well!  I must admit that I didn’t have the greatest of days either.  Goodness!  I was hosting a party, and one of the girls, Paula is her name, didn’t come.  And she was supposed to bring snacks too!”

Her husband’s eyes snapped up to her face.  “What?” 

“And her excuse?” Carolina continued, not noticing her husband’s look.  “One of the servants said she was busy.  Busy?  Busy!  Busy with what, may I ask?  She may be pregnant, but that’s hardly an excuse.  When I was pregnant, I never complained at all!”  

Her husband grimaced and set his fork down.  “No, of course not,” he muttered softly.  “You wanted it.”  

Carolina suddenly blushed and stopped talking.  

Finally, after chewing his meat for another minute, he wiped his mouth and pushed the plate away.  “Give this to the freak,” he said.  “It still tastes somewhat warm.”  

Carolina shoved the plate back to him.  “No.  You eat it.  Work couldn’t have been that bad.”  

He flinched and shrugged her off.  “Work was exciting.”  It looked like that was all he was going to say, but then a strange look came to his eyes.  “Paula was sent away.” 

Chapter 7

“What!”  Carolina sank into her chair, her eyes stricken with fear.  For a minute, she just stared.  Finally, she gave him a weak smile.  “You’re joking, aren’t you?”  

He ignored her.  “Last night, her husband and two of his colleagues came to her house and found Paula to be quite sedentary.  Her pupils were constricted, her breathing was slow, and she was thought to be in a coma at first.  She made no attempt to respond to her guests, her husband, or even her two-year-old son, who was crying in the other room at the time.  It was quite strange.”  

Carolina gripped the arms of her chair tighter, making a strange whimpering sound.  A minute passed.  Finally, she whispered, “What happened?” 

He shrugged.  “The usual.  The men were alarmed at this and sent her to the hospital immediately.  A couple of hours later, she was absolutely fine.  The doctors could only come up with one reason why this could be the case and pronounced her to be a freak.  This morning, she was brought to her house, where she was questioned by the authorities.  She was promptly sent away afterwards.”  

He poked his steak with a fork.

“Sent away?” Carolina breathed, her voice rising into a panic.  “No, but they couldn’t have done that.  They couldn’t have.  You must be joking.  She’s not a freak.”

He slammed down his fork.  “That doesn’t matter!  You know that as well I do!”  

Carolina made a choking sound.  

Sadie’s father stopped and then sighed, rubbing his head.  “Apparently,” he continued in a subdued voice, “she was in possession of an illegal drug.  You’ve heard of heroin, haven’t you?”  He glanced at Carolina purposefully; she refused to look at him.  “Well, it’s a drug that slows down the breathing and also messes up the eyes a bit.  She had some.  It made her look very much like a freak when she wasn’t really one.”

“But does that mean she might be saved?” Sadie asked.  Her father turned to her strangely.  

“What?”  

Sadie looked nervous.  “Well, you said she wasn’t a freak, so they must have realized it was a horrible mistake.  Maybe they let her go.”

Carolina shook her head miserably, her head hung low.  “Too late.”

Her father nodded.  “Your mother’s right.  Consider the circumstances she was in; what would you think?  The doctors there are clumsy at best and deadly at worst.  Do you think they would realize the symptoms of this ‘snack,’ as your mother so lovingly calls it?  No, no, far be it.  It’s far easier to label someone with the word ‘FREAK’ than to find out the cause of symptoms and fix it.  You know that.”  

It was quiet.  Sadie’s face was white and worried, though she had it carefully tilted away from her father so that he wouldn’t be able to see her reaction.  Carolina sniffled, dabbing her eyes with a pink napkin.  

He ignored her.  

“The servants told you she was busy,” he said calmly.  “In fact, she was extremely busy.  First, as soon as she got control of herself, she tried the innocent approach, as if nothing had happened and she was only a simple victim.  It didn’t work.  Next, she begged and pleaded for her unborn child.  But, as you said earlier, that’s only an excuse.  It didn’t work either.  Besides, as my colleagues were quick to point out, all of her offspring would be killed anyway, so it didn’t matter.  Then she remembered Jonathon and began screaming for her and her son’s life.  Or, if they were to take away her life, at least spare his.  This also didn’t work.”  

He leaned over to Carolina and said in a quiet voice, “You see, the last thing you want to do is to reveal your weakness.  Her weakness was found.  The child was brought forth and promptly beaten to death, in full view of his father and mother.  Can you imagine how that must have been?  But don’t worry--at least he wasn’t sent away...”  


Carolina screamed.    

“No!  No!” she cried, burying her head in her hands.  “She was pregnant, she was six months pregnant with a beautiful baby girl and they couldn’t have--no!”  

Her husband looked at her coolly.  “It doesn’t matter.  You know that.  You know that better than most women.”  He frowned as he saw her wiping away her tears.  “Stop that.”  She ignored him and sunk to the floor, sobbing.  Sadie’s father looked at her sternly.  “Get up.”  

“No, no, no...”

“Get up now!”  He grabbed her arm and forced her up hard, pulling her close.  She moaned, struggling against him.  He slapped her.  And, when she tried to block him, he slapped her again, harder.  When he finally let her go, she stumbled backwards onto the floor, curling up instinctively into a ball.  

He knelt down next to her shivering body.  

“And this is the reaction that could get us all killed.  You panic far too easily--shut up.”  

“I’m sorry!”  

He waited a moment for her sobs to calm before sighing.  “Sometimes I wonder how stupid you think I am.  Or did you think I would have never found you out?”  

She only whimpered.  

He glanced at Sadie for a moment before leaning closer to Carolina, his lips tickling her ear.  “Now listen to me,” he said in a quiet voice that the freak could hear but Sadie couldn’t.  “You wondered why I asked the freak to dine with us?  Look at her carefully.  Look how scarred she is, how starved she is, how stunted she is.  Do you realize this freak is twenty years old?  She looks twelve.” 

The freak was quiet, but noticed Carolina’s panicked eyes watching her closely.  Sadie’s father laughed gently.  “Yes!  And she was a respectable freak too; the headmistress described her as overfed even!  Look at her carefully.  If you are lucky, you will be put in the same position she is now.  If you are not lucky, you will be sent away.  And you know what happens to the freaks that are sent away.”

Carolina nodded, her eyes still on the freak. 

“Good.  Now look at Sarah.  She is your daughter.  Do you love her?”  Carolina looked down at the floor, still crying.  She didn’t move.  

The freak glanced at Sadie.  Sadie was holding the chair tightly, her knuckles white.  Her face was rigid as she watched her parents crouched down on the floor.  She could not hear them, but the freak could see that she was fighting back tears.  

“Do you love her?”  This time his words were louder.  Sadie flinched.  

“Yes,” Carolina whispered shakily, tears in her voice.

“Then,” he said in a softer tone, “you know what to do.  If you love her, that is.”  He stood up and turned to Sadie.  In a normal voice, he said, “Are you two finished with dinner?”  

Sadie nodded slowly, then, in a pleading voice, asked, “Can I go now?”

“You may.”  

Sadie stiffly got up and walked towards the door.  The freak watched her leave, and then turned to Sadie’s father.  “Can I--?”

“Leave?  Yes.  Please do.”  

The freak curtseyed politely to him, but he wasn’t paying any attention to her.  Instead, he cradled Carolina into his arms and kissed her hair, wiping her tears away with his handkerchief.  The freak gave one last look at them before hurrying away.    

When she entered the room, Sadie had already thrown herself on the couch, crying.  

“I hate him!  I hate him!” she kept repeating, throwing punches at pillows. 

“Sadie?” the freak asked cautiously.  “Sadie, what happened?”  

“You saw it!  You saw everything that happened.  Don’t you dare tell me that you didn’t understand.”  

“A freak was sent away.”  

Sadie screamed.  “She wasn’t a freak!  It was a mistake.  She was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.  Oh!  Why did they have to do that to her?  Why?”

Sadie burst into tears and buried her face in the pillows.  The freak stared at her.  “Don’t cry,” she finally said, shifting nervously.  “Please don’t cry.  Perhaps she’s in The Place.”

Sadie sniffled and looked up.  “The Place?”

The freak nodded.  “Yes, The Place.”

“What’s that?”  

“The Place,” the freak said firmly.  “If you’re a good freak, then you go to The Place and there everybody has a fireplace so you can sleep next to it and never get cold.”  

Sadie stared at her.  “Do you actually believe that?”  

The freak shrugged nervously, her fingers going up to her dog tags.  “I do.  Or I did.  But she’s gone, isn’t she?  It doesn’t matter anymore.”  

“Matter?” Sadie whispered.  “Matter?  An innocent woman was sent away--sent away!--and it doesn’t matter to you?”  

The freak paled.  

“No!” Sadie screamed.  “That’s wrong!  You’re a freak.  A freak, remember?  You know what it’s like, you know what it’s like more than anyone, and you’re just going to sit there!”

“What can I do?”

“Something!  Anything!  Oh!  How can you just sit there?”  The freak did not answer this.  Sadie began to cry even louder.  “Oh!  You are a freak!  Just a pathetic, worthless freak.”  She began throwing pillows at her.  

“Sadie!” the freak cried, dodging a pillow.

“Don’t you talk to me that way, you freak!  Oh!  He was right, he was right all the time.  Get out!  Get out now!  My father can shoot you.”  She laughed bitterly.  “Just don’t bleed on the carpet,” she said, mimicking her father’s voice.  “Who knows?  Maybe if you get lucky, you’ll be sent away!  Wouldn’t you like that?  Oh, but this time I bet it does matter to you.  You know what I say to that?  Tough luck!  It doesn’t matter to me!” 

The freak stared at Sadie for a minute before walking to the door.  She opened it and peered outside for a moment before stepping out uncertainly.  

“Where are you going?” Sadie asked, suddenly alarmed.  

“To see your father.”

“No!”  A second later she felt Sadie tugging at her to come back.  “Oh please!  If you go out, the servants will kill you before my father has the chance.  They hate freaks!  I heard them talking the other day about how they would--oh, you mustn’t go out!”

“But Miss Sarah--”

Sadie began crying harder than ever.  “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it.  I don’t mean anything I say!”  She wiped her face with her sleeve.  “Don’t go, please!  I do care.”  


“Miss Sarah?” the freak asked.  Sadie walked shakily to the couch and continued crying.  The freak glanced at the door before shutting it gently.  “Sadie?”  


“Oh Beth, can’t you see?  You remember that little boy who was shot?  That could have been me.  That could have been me.”  


For a minute, the freak could only stare at Sadie.  Finally, she sat next to her and held her in her arms.  It was illegal for freaks to touch normal people like this, but Sadie didn’t mind.  She buried her head into the freak’s chest and shuddered, still crying.  The freak stroked Sadie’s hair.  

After a couple of minutes, Sadie looked up at her, tears still streaming down her face.  “You will not go to my father?  He is a bad man.”

“No, Sadie.”  This satisfied her and she curled up in the freak’s arms again, this time only sniffling.  


They sat there like this for a while until the freak heard Sadie’s easy breathing and realized she was asleep.  She let go of Sadie and tucked the quilt around her tightly.  


“Goodnight.” she murmured.

