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Dedication

For Maggie, Nancy, and Kay, in celebration

of friendship. And for all my friends of

the heart out there—and there are many—

who are seventy-seven years younger than I.
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I am going to tell you three words. I’m choosing them at random. Listen carefully. This will be important.

House.

Umbrella.

Apple.

Remember those. I’ll explain later.
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“One. Last night after dinner I threw up and eggplant came out of my nose,” my friend Ralphie Mariani announced.

I pondered this. “Okay,” I said. “Next.”

“Two. My father was born in an Italian village on the side of a volcano and once there was ash all over his baby carriage.”

“Yeah. Go on.”

“Three. There was a huge spider in my sister’s bedroom this morning and the cat grabbed it and ate it.”

Easy peasy. “One,” I told him. “One is a lie. That was so lame, Ralphie. I’ve heard about your father’s volcano a zillion times. And everybody knows that Piccolina eats everything. Of course she would eat a spider. So the nose barf is the lie.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” Ralphie said with a shrug. “I gotta think of better truths. Are we even now?”

“No. I’m way ahead, Ralphie. Eighteen to seven.”

“You think I’m getting better?”

“Maybe a little. Keep working at it.”

It’s just this game we play: two truths and a lie. Ralphie is not very good at it. He is quite smart in school, actually—we’re in the same class—but, well, I’ll describe it this way: If you were to go down an alphabetical list of Ralphie’s genetic markers, and you got to S in the alphabet? You would find a strong science gene, not surprising, because his dad is a doctor, and I think those things can be inherited. Then you would also find a gene for shortness, also probably inherited; Dr. Mariani is maybe five-six, shorter than my mother, and Ralphie is shorter than that, shorter than me. I think he has some growing time left, but he is not ever going to be a basketball star.

But you would find no gene for subtlety, not in Ralphie. And the two-truths-and-a-lie game requires some pretty subtle thinking.

The secret is to think of bizarre, unbelievable truths. Well, here: I’ll give you an example.

One: I am going to be twelve on my next birthday, in September.

Two: My middle name is Henry, even though I am a girl.

Three: My best friend is seventy-seven years older than I am.

The lie is number one. My birthday was actually this month, a week ago, July 22 to be exact. I just turned eleven. But I bet you guessed one of the others, right? Because they both seem so weird and unbelievable.

But my name is Sophia Henry Winslow. My parents had sort of planned on a boy, and didn’t get one, and the doctor told them: no more babies. So they gave me the Henry that they had planned on, and actually I kind of like it.

And it is also true about my best friend being eighty-eight years old. My best friend is named Sophie Gershowitz.

This story (a true one) is (mostly) about me and her.
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You know what? It’s not that hard to write a story. You need all the obvious stuff: characters, setting, plot details (what happened, why it happened, what’s going to happen next) and, of course, an ending. That’s it, pretty much. Some kids in my class groan when we have a Creative Writing assignment. But not me. For me it’s an easy A. I just put together all the ingredients as if I were making spaghetti sauce. If the recipe asks for herbs? I sprinkle in a few adverbs and adjectives. And that’s it. That’s how you write a story.

There are many ways to start.

Once upon a time.

It was a dark and stormy night.

“Where’s Papa going with that ax?”

(To name a few.)

But I have been struggling a bit with how to start this one. An author once visited my school and talked about writing books. Kids asked a lot of questions. They asked how much money she makes, and does she have pets, and is she going to write another book. Her answers were: “Not enough, ha ha ha.” And “Yes, a miniature poodle.” And “Yes, I am.” Pretty dull answers.

But then a kid asked what is the best way to start a book, and her answer was one that made me stop and think. She said, “Begin on the day that is different.”

I suppose, in a way, she’s right. One night Max puts on his wolf suit, makes mischief, and yikes—that’s a different day for sure, and it’s the start of Where the Wild Things Are. One day is different because it’s the day that Mr. and Mrs. Mallard start looking for a place to live, and ta-da! You get Make Way for Ducklings. Each of those stories begins on a day that is different.

But isn’t every day different? Even the most ordinary day is different from the one before. For example, on Sunday I wore flip-flops all day. But Sunday night, on 60 Minutes, they talked about Lyme disease and it made me nervous, so yesterday, Monday, I wore sneakers and tucked the bottoms of my jeans into my socks, just to keep deer ticks from getting at me. So the day was a little different. (Also very hot.)

And today? Tuesday. An ordinary day. It didn’t seem at all different except that I had just overheard a conversation that made me angry and worried. After that I started having a vague thought about the empty house across the street—a dilapidated house, shabby, actually a little scary, but one in which you could hide things. Keep them safe. And then, in part because of this very secret, very unnerving thought, the day became different. And so this particular story begins.

To start, I will tell you about the characters: the two people involved. There are others, of course. But the main ones are me and Sophie Gershowitz.
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Sophie Gershowitz is my next-door neighbor and my best friend. She’s my first best friend, actually. I have plenty of acquaintances, and classmates, and when I was little I had playdates, but somehow I never seemed to acquire a true best friend, someone who understands my woes and shares my joys and laughs at the same things that I find funny. Not until I met Sophie Gershowitz. She and I have many things in common. For one thing, we have the same first name. A golden retriever down the street shares it as well, but I think that does not count.

I do know others with the same name. There are several Sophies at my school. (And Emmas! I’m so glad I’m not an Emma!) But none of them are special. None of them love me.

Sophie Gershowitz tells me that her original name was Shlomit. She came here from another country, Poland actually, and for a while, for complicated reasons, in Poland she became Zofia, and then eventually her name was Americanized when she arrived in this country. Probably a good thing. I believe she might have been bullied if her name continued to be Shlomit or Zofia.

There is a bar in New York called Sophie’s and it has a billiards table, according to Yelp, but I have never been there. There is a book and movie named Sophie’s Choice, which I have not read or seen. And there is a famous violinist named Anne-Sophie Mutter. I googled her because I google all Sophies, and I found a fact that is so delicious that I say it to myself under my breath frequently just because it makes me smile. The fact is this:

Anne-Sophie Mutter has a daughter named Arabella Wunderlich.

How I yearn for a name like that! But then, of course, I would not have the same name as my very dearest friend, Sophie Gershowitz.

I am seventy-seven years younger than Sophie Gershowitz, who is eighty-eight years old.

I could say you do the math, but why bother. I have already told you. I am eleven.
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I wanted to go right ahead to the various plot points and secondary characters: neighborhood, houses, teakettles, Ralphie, games, Oliver, and many others. But I know that when you are telling (or writing) a story, it helps to keep the audience interested if you insert action. So I am going to do that right now.

Action: I went into the kitchen a while ago and made myself a cheese sandwich. Then I dialed the phone. I knew the number by heart because I was calling Ralphie.

Oh, wait. I have to interrupt the action now by explaining Ralphie. I have already mentioned Ralphie, I know, but now I am going to explain him.

Ralphie’s family, which lives across the street, is the Mariani family, and they have six children. Sophie Gershowitz says that this is because they are of Italian descent. Italians have big families, she tells me, because they are Catholic and Catholics are supposed to have big families, apparently. We do not understand the reason for this. Sophie Gershowitz and I are somewhat dubious about Catholic rules, though of course we are respectful.

Ralphie has two older sisters—one in college, one in high school—and a brother in the army, and two little brothers in second and third grade. Also a cat, and some goldfish.

Dr. Mariani is a pediatrician so he probably likes children and maybe that is another reason, nothing to do with the Catholic church, that they have six. Also, he probably gets their vitamins for free.

Ralphie’s mom is a fantastic cook. I am sad to say that my mother is not. My mother has a college degree hanging on the wall of her office but she thinks that canned tuna fish mixed with canned mushroom soup with canned onion rings on the top is a legitimate casserole. Don’t get me wrong, I love my mom. But last Christmas I gave her an Ina Garten cookbook (which I got at the library’s annual Gently Used Books Sale, but take my word for it, this book had never been opened—it was pristine) with a loving note from me about how I hoped she would enjoy thrilling her family with some of these recipes, especially the one for Chocolate Pecan Meringue Torte on page 183. Not a chance. She glanced at the picture but didn’t even read the list of ingredients.

Mrs. Mariani, though! Different story altogether. Every now and then we have a neighborhood get-together—we did this on the Fourth of July, just a few weeks ago. I happen to have a chart depicting the Healthy Eating Pyramid on the wall of my bedroom. My fourth grade teacher was cleaning out her supply closet and planned to throw it away because it was out of date but she let me take it home. To be honest, I thought it had to do with Egypt (“Pyramid”—right? I hadn’t looked at it carefully) and I was very interested in mummies at the time. Then when I realized my mistake, I actually examined it and found that food was almost as interesting as mummies. And since then I’ve become something of a nut about nutrition.

But I think holidays are an exception, and if you want to eat nothing but Peeps and chocolate bunnies on Easter, that’s okay.

So: Fourth of July? Anything goes. Ralphie’s mom made a huge lasagna, a giant salad with at least four different kinds of lettuce, and a six-layer cake with tiramisu between the layers. Our neighbor Margaret Voorhees brought homemade brownies, which her son Oliver had measured (Oliver loves to measure) and cut with such precision that each brownie was exactly one and a half by one and a half inches square. Sophie Gershowitz brought a Jell-O mousse (recipe in the local paper . . . okay, not that great, but people pretended that they liked it). Other people brought hot dogs and baked beans and potato salad but my mother was the only one who didn’t cook stuff herself. My own mother contributed a pineapple upside-down cake that she bought at the supermarket.

But guess what: Ralphie loved it. He didn’t even taste his mom’s lasagna. He ate a hot dog half-heartedly and then four helpings of pineapple upside-down cake. As I told you, I think holidays can be a nutritional exception, but four pieces of pineapple upside-down cake, not even homemade? Come on. I whispered junk food to Ralphie several times, to no avail. And he drank a whole lot of Coke. His parents didn’t even tell him to stop.

You would think that given his medical training, Dr. Mariani would advise his children carefully about their diet: green leafy vegetables, for example. Ralphie didn’t even touch his mother’s salad. I might put a leaflet on this topic through their mail slot, though perhaps that would be a little like an anonymous letter, and I do not approve of those.

Ralphie Mariani is my very close friend (not my best; Sophie Gershowitz is that) and he does very well in school, but he has insufficient knowledge about nutrition and also he is lacking in self-control.

(Everyone has self-control issues, of course. My father told me that once he found his favorite movie, Lawrence of Arabia, on Netflix, and even though he’d already seen it three times in movie theaters, he watched it on Netflix, and then—here’s where he went truly overboard—even though it was one a.m. and my mom had gone to bed two hours earlier, he went back to the beginning and watched it again.)



OEBPS/images/chapimage.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780063299528_Cover.jpg
-TIME NEWBERY MEDALIS

TWO

ettt Sl 4 d

-

§

is

-
i

-y
i

P+
H

ey

= e s o e o e

P






OEBPS/images/Titlepage.jpg
Tree.
Table.
Book.

LOIS LOWRY





