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 Portland,  Oregon
Late  November, 1926

dare you. I  double-  dare you.”  Beneath the tweed 
cap that matched his belted coat, Jack  Harmon’s 

brown eyes glowed.  Grandma said he had the mak-
ings of a  good-  looking man.  Eleven-  year-  old  Lexie 
 Lewis couldn’t see it. Jack was a neighbor and a 
classmate, but she didn’t trust him.

“Go in and hold that  doll —   the one that’s 
going to the girls’ festival in  Japan.” Jack motioned 
toward the school’s front door and the hall that led 
to the  sixth-  grade room. “Then come back and, to 
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prove you did it, tell me if the doll’s dress has but-
tons in the back.”

 Lexie hesitated, watching others from school 
splashing through the rain on their way home. A 
motorcar  rumbled past, making them jump back 
from flying water.  Grandpa said this winter wasn’t 
as wet as winters were when he was a boy, but 
it was wet enough for  Lexie. It rained even more 
here in  Portland than it did in  Seattle.  Maybe it 
seemed that way because she didn’t belong here. 
She belonged in  Seattle with Mama.

“Miss  Tompkins won’t let anyone touch her,” 
she said finally. As if Jack didn’t already know that.

“So what’s she gonna do if she catches you? 
Cut off your hand?” He leaned against the school’s 
 front-  porch rail. “You helped bake cakes and stuff 
to buy the doll. Why shouldn’t you pick her up?”

The class was still collecting pennies to send the 
doll to  Japan for a girls’ festival  called  Hinamatsuri. 
 Classes and clubs all over  America were preparing 
dolls, thousands of them.  Lexie’s class had voted to 
name their doll  Emily  Grace, but none of the stu-
dents were allowed to touch her.

 Lexie shook her head. “Miss  Tompkins doesn’t 
want dirty fingers smudging the doll and her fancy 
dress.”
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“Are your hands dirty?”
“No!”
“So you’re just scared.”
“I am not!”
“Then here’s your chance. Miss  Tompkins left. 

Go in and pick up the doll. I dare you!”
Mama would have never refused a dare. But 

 Lexie wasn’t living with Mama now. She lived with 
her grandparents, and this was the kind of impulse 
 Grandma was determined to root out of her.

 Reason enough to do it,  Lexie decided. She  pulled 
open the door and walked quickly down the hall, but 
she wasn’t just taking Jack’s dare. Miss  Tompkins 
wasn’t being fair. And neither was  Grandma.

The last students hurried past on their way out 
of the building. She hoped Jack was right, that 
Miss  Tompkins had gone, too, back to the room 
she rented in the boardinghouse Jack’s mother ran. 
 Carefully,  Lexie cracked open the door to the  sixth- 
 grade classroom, with its green paper wreath deco-
rated with red glass balls.

The motion of the door made the balls clink 
together. She drew a sharp breath. What if some-
one heard? For a long moment, she stood still, every 
 muscle tight,  while she listened. The only sound 
was rain dripping from the eaves outside.
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She peeked into the room, smelling chalk dust. 
 Someone had slapped blackboard erasers together to 
clean them. And not long ago.

 Again, she worried. If Miss  Tompkins is still 
here, what can I say to explain coming back? She 
couldn’t think of anything that wouldn’t be a lie. 
And she couldn’t say Jack had dared her to touch 
the doll. That would get them both in  trouble.

She pushed the door open wider, an inch at 
a time, until she could see the entire room. Her 
breath whooshed out in a sigh of relief. No one was 
there. She hurried past the  still-  warm woodstove to 
the teacher’s desk at the front.

The wooden box holding  Emily  Grace with 
her wicker suitcase was no longer on top of Miss 
 Tompkins’s desk.  Lexie went around the desk to 
look at the closed drawers, picturing the box in her 
mind.  Would it fit in a drawer? Or was it too big?

 After an uneasy glance toward the hall, she tried 
the large bottom drawer. It slid out but held only 
notebooks. She closed it quickly, then remembered 
the storage closet at the back of the room.

She darted over. The round glass knob turned 
in her hand. The door squeaked open.  After another 
glance toward the hall, she slipped inside and 
reached up to pull the chain to the lightbulb.
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No one was going to cut off her hand, but if she 
was caught, she could expect a good scolding. Miss 
 Tompkins never used the  paddle the way some 
teachers did, but  Grandma might hear about it. 
 Grandma had strong ideas about proper behavior.

 Where was  Emily  Grace?  Boxes and stacks of 
books and papers crowded the shelves, along with 
a few old slates for writing. The box with the doll 
was not among them.

“She took  Emily  Grace home so nobody would 
touch her!” The words burst from  Lexie. She could 
almost see Miss  Tompkins leaving the school with 
the box under one arm. “And Jack must have 
known that. The skunk!”

His dare was one more way to get rid of 
her. Jack would do almost anything to avoid walk-
ing from school with her and getting teased by his 
friends. In the three months since she’d moved here 
from  Seattle to live with her grandparents, Jack’s 
mother and  Grandma  Lewis had insisted they walk 
together. They seemed to think one of those  fast- 
 moving motorcars would run right over her without 
Jack along.

As if she’d run in front of an  automobile after 
what had happened to Papa.

 Lexie took a deep breath, turned out the light 
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in the storeroom, and walked toward the front 
porch. As she neared the open door, a girl’s voice 
said clearly, “Don’t tell  Lexie  Lewis.”

 Lexie moved nearer.  Louise  Wilkins stood on 
the porch with her friend Alma  Miller, whose 
father worked in Mr.  Wilkins’s department store.

“You know how she is,”  Louise added, “always 
trying to be the best.  Anyway, it’s a secret.  Nobody’s 
supposed to know yet.”

“You’ll win that trip to San  Francisco,  Louise,” 
Alma said, as if her father’s job depended on her 
agreeing with his boss’s daughter. “I just know 
you’ll write the best letter, the one chosen to go to 
 Japan with  Emily  Grace.”

“But don’t tell  Lexie,”  Louise warned again.
 Letters? All the girls in the class were writing 

letters, hoping theirs would be chosen to go with 
the doll. None of the boys were interested in a festi-
val just for girls, even one far away in  Japan. When 
Miss  Tompkins had asked if any of the boys would 
like to write a letter,  Ollie  Johnson had made a 
joke of the kind they might write: “ ‘She’ll be a 
good citizen. She won’t spit or make rude noises at 
the  table.’ ” All the boys laughed and began making 
noises. Miss  Tompkins rang her handbell loudly for 
silence and didn’t invite them again.
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 Nothing had been said about a trip to San 
 Francisco, though.  Lexie knew she wasn’t likely to 
learn anything from  Louise and Alma.  Those two 
had made moving to  Portland,  Oregon —   away 
from  Mama —   even harder than it had to be. Still, 
she had to ask.  Lexie stalked onto the porch. “Don’t 
tell me what?”

Both girls looked up.  Louise tossed back her per-
fectly bobbed hair. “You don’t need to know, Dog 
 Breath.”

Dog  Breath. She was never going to live down 
eating a cookie after Jack had let a dog lick it. 
When she’d learned the truth and rinsed her mouth 
again and again in the fountain, Jack had walked 
home without her. Jack  Harmon had a lot to 
answer for.

“Why would you care what we’re talking about?” 
Alma asked. “You’re not going to San  Francisco. 
Your own mother doesn’t want  you —   ouch!”

 Louise must have pinched her for mentioning 
San  Francisco.  Lexie wanted to pinch her again 
for her nasty comment about Mama, but decided 
Alma wasn’t worth the  trouble.  Could it be true? 
 Could the girl who wrote the best letter be going 
with the doll to the  send-  off party in San  Francisco? 
Well, so what if it was true? She didn’t want to go 
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south to San  Francisco. That was the wrong direc-
tion. She wanted to go north, back to  Seattle and 
Mama.

“You’re right,”  Lexie told Alma. “I don’t care.” 
She walked past, swishing her skirt the way Mama 
did when ladies raised their noses  while she passed, 
making sure they saw her not caring.

“It’s just a rumor, anyway,”  Louise  called. 
“ Nobody knows if it’s true.”

“Like everything else you say,”  Lexie shot back 
as she headed toward her grandparents’ house.

She didn’t care that someone might go to San 
 Francisco when thousands of dolls left for  Japan to 
make friends with children there, but she did care 
about everything else.

She shouldn’t be here living with strict grand-
parents. She cared about that a lot. She should be 
with Mama, happy and laughing and being “the 
two of us together, kiddo.”

Mama liked to say she was a true modern flap-
per, that she and her friends had fun without wor-
rying much about  rules. That was almost funny, 
since Mama had sent  Lexie to grandparents who 
believed that following  rules was the only way 
to live.

SHIPDOLLS_70030_HI_US.indd   8 3/25/14   1:23 PM



9

But Mama said two years was long enough 
to be a widow.  Lexie could almost see her snap-
ping her fingers, her eyes sparkling  while her love 
for life shimmered like sunbeams around her. 
The next thing  Lexie knew, Mama married Toby, 
who played saxophone in the jazz club where she 
sang. And Toby said a  little girl shouldn’t live with 
parents who worked all night and slept all day.

“So here I am,”  Lexie said aloud. She slapped 
one hand against the  flat-  topped gatepost at the end 
of her grandparents’ walk, then paused to add with 
a rush of defiance, “But I won’t stay.”

She took care to scrape her shoes on the mat 
before opening the back door.  Grandma didn’t like 
dirt tracked over her clean linoleum floor. When 
 Lexie stepped inside,  Grandma looked up from the 
kitchen stove and wiped her hands on the big apron 
she wore over her dress.

 Grandma refused to bob her hair, even though 
 Grandpa teased her about not keeping up with the 
times. She wouldn’t cut the neat braids wrapped 
around her head even to wear the stylish cloche hat 
Mama had given her.  Sometimes  Lexie suspected 
that  Grandma kept her  old-  fashioned  style because 
of Mama.
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“ There you are,  Electra,”  Grandma said. “I’ve 
been watching for you.” She  pulled an envelope 
from a deep pocket in her apron. “That flapper 
finally remembered she has a daughter and took 
time from her busy life to write to you.”
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rom Mama?  There’s a letter from Mama?”  Maybe 
Toby had changed his mind.  Maybe she could 

be with Mama again.  Could she go tonight? Hope 
pounded through  Lexie. “What did Mama say?”

 Grandma placed the letter on the kitchen  table 
beside a glass of milk and an oatmeal cookie on a 
plate. “I do not open other  people’s mail.”

 Lexie believed that her grandma loved her. She 
just didn’t want her to grow up to be a flapper 
like Mama. And she couldn’t forget that  Papa —  
 her only  son —   had died driving the fast motorcar 
Mama had begged him to buy.
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 Lexie couldn’t forget, either. She knew that 
Papa had wanted the car as much as Mama had. 
But sometimes  Lexie wished she and her mother 
had both been with him when he took it for a spin 
that night. Then they would all be together now in 
heaven.

But this was no time for dark thoughts. The 
envelope was like an extra  Christmas present, one 
she wouldn’t save for  Christmas. She made her-
self swallow some milk and take a bite of cookie, 
though, holding off the one thing she wanted  
most.

When she couldn’t wait a second longer, she 
pried open the flap. Mama’s spicy perfume wafted 
out, bringing an image so sharp, it was almost as 
if Mama stood laughing in front of her, stockings 
 rolled below her knees, brown hair swinging against 
her ears in the  shingled bob she loved, bright hazel 
eyes shining.

Hi, kiddo, the letter said in Mama’s amused 
voice, starting right out as if they had talked just 
yesterday.

We’re in San  Francisco! Yes, all the way down 
here in  California. And you’ll never guess what’s 
happened. I’m helping plan a nifty farewell party for 
those thousands of dolls going to  Japan!
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“She’s in  California,”  Lexie said aloud.
“I noticed the postmark. Did she get your 

letters?”
 Lexie was already reading Mama’s explanation.
Our old landlady forwarded your letters. I’ve 

kept every one, but gosh, I haven’t had a minute to 
sit down and write. I’ve gotta rush now and get to 
practice.

But isn’t it the cat’s meow! You’re up there earn-
ing pennies toward buying one doll for  Japan and 
I’m down here planning to send them all off with a 
 bang-  up party. It’s like we’re working together.

No,  Lexie thought. She wanted to  crumple 
the letter but made herself smooth it on her knee 
instead. It’s not like that at all. Not  while she was 
here and Mama was way south in  California.

 There wasn’t much more. Toby would be wak-
ing up soon, Mama had written, then they would 
be off to the speakeasy where he was playing with 
a band.

I’m their songbird, kiddo! I’m learning a piece 
 called “The  Blue-  Eyed Doll.” Have you heard of 
it? It’s all the rage in  Japan, where everybody’s eyes 
are dark. It’s about a celluloid doll arriving on a ship 
from  America. I wonder if that’s where the idea came 
from for the dolls your bunch is sending over.
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I’ll be singing the song at the farewell party 
here in San  Francisco. It would be peachy if you 
could hear me, but I can’t imagine your grandmother 
agreeing to make the trip.

 Kisses, kisses, kiddo.  Merry,  Merry  Christmas! 
Be sure to mind  Grandma and  Grandpa. And study 
hard in school so you will grow up to be a smarter 
girl than your mother!

A  single tear slipped down  Lexie’s cheek and 
onto the perfumed paper. She slapped it away with 
her hand.  Anger was better than sadness. She folded 
the letter and slid it into the envelope. When she 
was sure of her voice, she said, “Mama’s going to 
help with the dolls’ party in San  Francisco before 
they all go to  Japan.”

“I expect that will suit her.”  Grandma turned 
to the stove. “ Hurry and wash up.  Supper’s almost 
ready.”

 Lexie  smelled chicken baking, but she wasn’t 
hungry. She was remembering  Louise and Alma. 
They had said that the girl who wrote the best let-
ter would go to San  Francisco to see the dolls off. 
Mama would be there!

I have to write the best letter. I need to be close 
to the doll. I need to hold  Emily  Grace, to feel her 
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in my arms and pretend to talk to her. It’s the only 
way I’ll know what to say.

Miss  Tompkins had taken the doll  home —   to 
the room she rented from Jack’s mother. Just next 
door. It was probably there now.  Ideas flew through 
 Lexie’s head.

“I’m going to change my school clothes,” she 
said, and ran into the hall and up the stairs. In her 
bedroom, she quickly changed from her school dress 
to an everyday pinafore and  pulled on her coat.

She threw open her window, thankful the rain 
had eased to a  sprinkle, and  crawled into the old 
cherry tree that brushed its wide branches against 
her house and against the  Harmons’ boardinghouse 
next door. She reached the trunk,  wriggled around 
it, and started along a second branch. “Jack! Jack, 
open your window. I need to talk!”

Was he home? He had to be home. “Jack!”
His window rasped upward. Jack leaned out, 

brown hair  tousled by a damp wind. “You sound 
like a cat stuck out there.”

“Miss  Tompkins brought the doll home with 
her.”

“How long did it take you to figure that out?” 
His grin lit up his  whole face.
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This was no time to be angry with Jack. “Is she 
home now? Miss  Tompkins?”

“Naw. She just came in long enough to leave 
the doll.” His grin faded, as if he’d heard some-
thing in her voice that worried him. “Why?”

“You’ve got to sneak me into her room.”
“Are you crazy? No one goes into the renters’ 

rooms. Ma would have my hide.”
“You owe me, Jack.”
“ Since when?” He began hauling down his 

window.
“ Since the cookie,” she said quickly. “ People 

still call me Dog  Breath.”
He paused with the window halfway down. 

 Laughter  sparkled in his eyes. “How’d that cookie 
taste?”

“You owe me,”  Lexie said again.
Jack tugged on the window.  Lexie crept closer 

along the branch.  Teetering, she let go to hold both 
hands toward him. “I won’t touch anything. I have 
to see  Emily  Grace. It’s important!  Please?”

He raised the window again, making shushing 
motions. “ Cripes! They can hear you all over the 
neighborhood.”

“I knew you were a  scaredy-  cat!”
She saw him starting to reconsider and added, 
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“ There’s going to be a contest. If I write the best 
letter, I get to go to San  Francisco with  Emily 
 Grace. My mama’s there, Jack! But, if you’re too 
scared . . .”

He glanced to either side. “Come around to the 
back porch. Make it fast.”
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 inutes later,  Lexie stood with Jack in the car-
peted hallway outside a plain  paneled door. 

What she was about to do went against everything 
she had ever been taught. This wasn’t like slipping 
into the classroom after school. That might have 
earned her a scolding. This could get her into a lot 
of  trouble. But she had to do it.

Jack leaned against dark wainscoting nearby, 
looking nervous. He wasn’t supposed to be upstairs 
in his mother’s boardinghouse, except for in his 
own room, at the end of the hall.

 Lexie shouldn’t be here at all, but she didn’t 
have a choice. Not in her heart. Only one thing 
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mattered more than getting caught: being with 
Mama again. To do that, she had to write the best 
letter in the  whole class. And to do that, she had to 
hold the doll, to know what the doll would say to 
those girls in  Japan. It was the only way to write a 
letter that was better than anyone else’s.

 Still, getting caught wouldn’t be fun. She 
glanced down the stairs at a  rain-  streaked window, 
feeling as  rain-  blurred as the glass  while she gath-
ered courage to open Miss  Tompkins’s door.

“Go on in,” Jack demanded. “Or forget the doll!”
I have to do it,  Lexie told herself again. I have to.
She  smelled simmering beef and onions and 

knew Jack’s mother was making stew for the board-
ers’ supper. Miss  Tompkins’s room was right above 
the kitchen.  Anyone walking around up here might 
be heard downstairs.  Could she walk softly enough 
that Mrs.  Harmon wouldn’t hear her from the 
kitchen?

 Someone in a nearby room turned on a radio, 
making her jump.

Jack rocked on the balls of his feet. “What are 
you waiting for?”

“If Miss  Tompkins catches us . . .”
“She won’t.”
“ Maybe the door’s locked.”
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“ Nobody locks doors here. I don’t think there 
are even keys.”

 Lexie looked at the doorknob, remembering 
how  Grandma was always watching for some sign 
of Mama to root out of her.  Sneaking into Miss 
 Tompkins’s room was sure to be one of those signs.

“Why do you need the doll?” Jack added, sound-
ing impatient. “She’s not going to write the letter 
for you.”

“I’ve only ever held my cloth doll,  Annie, that 
my grandma made me for  Christmas when I was 
 little. I don’t know what a  store-  bought doll would 
write in a letter.  Annie’s so soft and sweet and lov-
ing, she’d just say, ‘Give me a hug!’ A pretty  store- 
 bought doll like  Emily  Grace would say more. I 
know she would. I just don’t know what!”

“Then don’t be a baby!” Jack grabbed her hand 
and shoved it onto the knob.

 Lexie snatched her hand away. “Miss  Tompkins 
might be in there!”

“She went out. But she’ll likely come back if 
you don’t get a move on.” He glanced down the 
stairs. “ Better not let Ma catch us sneaking into a 
renter’s room.”

If she does,  Lexie warned herself, I’ll never know 
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what to say in the letter. I’ll never get to Mama. She 
grabbed the knob. This time, she turned it.

 Somehow she was inside the room without 
remembering taking the last forbidden step. Jack 
slipped in behind her and eased the door shut. For 
a moment, the entire room seemed to blur.  Slowly, 
 Lexie sorted everything out: a window over there, a 
neatly made bed to her right, a desk with a  fringe- 
 shaded lamp beside a large box. Her gaze stopped 
on the box. She knew that box.

She darted across the room and raised the lid. 
 There was  Emily  Grace, with her friendly blue 
eyes and painted  smile. “Just look at her,”  Lexie 
breathed. The ladies in the school parents’ club had 
made the blue satin dress and gray wool traveling 
cape. They were perfect for her.  Lexie set the lid 
aside and reached for the doll.

“You said you wouldn’t touch anything,” Jack 
said, adding quickly, “Are your hands clean?”

“Of course.” But she checked them for dirt from 
the tree.  Maybe she should just look at  Emily  Grace. 
No. That wouldn’t be enough. She had to hold her.

She rubbed her hands on her pinafore to be 
sure, then gently lifted the doll from the box.  Emily 
 Grace had real hair in blond curls, not at all like 
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 Lexie’s  growing-  out brown bob. And the doll’s arms 
and legs and head were made of a hard material, 
not like  Annie, who was soft all over.

 Lexie rocked her backward. The eyes closed and 
 Emily  Grace said, “Mama.”

“Oh,”  Lexie said. “Did you ever see a prettier 
doll?”

“She’s just a doll.”
“Just a doll! She’s . . . she’s an ambassador, 

like Miss  Tompkins said. She’s going to  Japan! 
Didn’t you look at the map  pulled down over the 
blackboard?”

“I looked. She’s got a long way to travel.”
Gold stars gleamed over three cities on the 

map they’d studied. Miss  Tompkins had pasted 
one over  Portland,  Oregon, and another over San 
 Francisco,  California. She put the last star far across 
the  Pacific  Ocean, over the port city of  Yokohama, 
in the island country of  Japan. A steamship would 
carry the dolls all that way.

“It sounds crazy to me,” Jack added. “ Twelve 
thousand dolls . . . How can they bring peace?”

 Lexie wasn’t sure. When  Grandpa had read his 
newspaper that morning, she’d heard him worry 
aloud about the  Japanese military.  Grandma had 
reminded him that the  Japanese had helped the 
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 Allies during the big war that ended in 1918. But 
 Grandpa still frowned.

“ Grandpa says the  Japanese are looking to spread 
into  China, where the  British have interests,”  Lexie 
said, remembering. “He says if the  Japanese try to 
push the  British out of Hong Kong and  Singapore, 
they’ll be stirring up a hornets’ nest.”

 Grandma had simply winked and said, “Your 
grandpa has a bad case of the doubts today. Pay 
him no mind.” But  Lexie couldn’t help wondering. 
“What if we’re sending  Emily  Grace straight into 
a war?”

“That’s why the dolls are going, isn’t it?” Jack 
asked. “They’re supposed to make friends so there 
won’t be a war.” He moved closer to the door, lis-
tening. “ Hurry up,” he added in a whisper.

 Lexie held  Emily  Grace close and looked into 
her blue eyes.  Softly, she asked, “What should your 
letter say,  Emily  Grace? What do you want to tell 
those girls in  Japan?”

Jack’s hand hovered over the doorknob. “Are 
you through?”

 Lexie studied the doll’s face, almost believing 
that if she listened hard enough, she would hear 
 Emily  Grace’s doll thoughts. “In a minute.”

“ Cripes!” Jack said. “That’s the front door. I’ll 
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bet it’s . . . It is! It’s Miss  Tompkins. She just 
greeted Ma. She’s coming up the stairs!”

He darted to  Lexie, grabbed her arm, and 
 hauled her toward the window. “The fire escape! 
Come on!”

He threw open the window and pushed her 
through. She clambered down the  rust-  roughened 
ladder, one hand skimming the rail  while her feet 
flew from one step to another. Jack followed so fast, 
she was afraid he might knock her to the ground.

Then her feet hit wet grass. She wrenched 
away from the ladder and looked up through light 
rainfall at the window, glad to see that Jack had 
thought to close it.

“ Cripes!  Lexie! Why’d you bring her?”
“What?” She looked at Jack, then down. And 

felt as if he’d slammed the window again, this time 
right on top of her. She still  cradled  Emily  Grace 
in one arm.
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