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    Foreword

    I go back through every book I love to hunt for its
      quintessential sentence. In Stuart Little, I found it
      perched on the top of page 28, just above Garth Williams’s
      delightful illustration of Stuart hitching a ride
      in the pants-cuff of an unsuspecting bus rider. This
      line perfectly captures E. B. White’s charm and skill
      and embodies the tone and the theme of the story. In
      short, it’s the sentence that explains why, seventy-five
      years after its original publication, readers are still
      carrying their copies pressed tightly to their chests
      and writers are still falling on their knees in admiration.
      It reads: “ ‘I’m not tall enough to be noticed,’
      thought Stuart, ‘yet I’m tall enough to want to go to
      Seventy-second Street.’ ”

    The first thing that strikes me is the order of the
      two phrases. Elwyn Brooks White knew that order
      matters. The title of his book, after all, is not Little
        Stuart, but Stuart Little. Stuart, little. Before you even
      open the book, the author makes the point that little
      does not define Stuart; instead Stuart defines little.

    Children, too, know that order matters. From an 
      early age they understand that in a sentence like that,
      what comes after the “yet” is the dominant force, the
      wall of reality that will block the dream of what
      comes before that conjunction.

    How heartening, then, for them not to read, “ ‘I
      want to go to Seventy-second Street,’ Stuart thought
      to himself, ‘yet I’m not tall enough to be noticed,’ ”—
      the more-expected order. Too bad, kid, a sentence
      with that more-expected order says, you want things,
      but you’re small. It’s a message that every child hears
      over and over.

    White was a small man himself—so slight that at
      eighteen, he could not enlist in the military because
      he didn’t weigh enough—so he knew how it felt to
      be judged too little. His empathy shines through in
      the way he ordered the phrases, and the message is
      flipped: Too bad, world, his sentence says, I’m small,
      but I want things.

    His respect for kids shines through, too. White
      never glosses over the mouse-boy’s challenges, but
      neither does he allow Stuart any woe-is-me-ing. Stuart
      is clear-eyed about his situation, but undeterred;
      he’s out to achieve his dreams. And in fact, right there
      on page 28, he is about to turn what most consider
      his negative into a positive, in classic hero fashion.

    “ ‘I’m not tall enough to be noticed,’ thought Stuart,
      “ ‘yet I’m tall enough to want to go to Seventy-second
      Street,’ ” is such a good sentence, it could easily open
      the book. But White knew a thing or two about 
      openings. His Charlotte’s Web begins with: “ ‘Where’s
      Papa going with that ax?’ said Fern to her mother
      as they were setting the table for breakfast,” which
      stands as one of the finest first sentences ever written,
      what with that ax in it. (I admit that I have
      tried to include an ax in the first sentence of all my
      books—my failure to do so is among my deepest
      regrets as a writer.)

    The actual opening line of Stuart Little has a pretty
      sharp edge to it, also: “When Mrs. Frederick C. Little’s
      second son arrived, everyone noticed that he was
      not much bigger than a mouse.” And White was right
      to give us some backstory. When a kid arrives in a
      mouse’s body, well, that’s a crucial bit of information.
      A thing like that tends to shape one’s character and
      determine one’s path.

    Except in this case, the story is that it didn’t. Not
      at all.

    Throughout, Stuart and his family accept the odd
      situation without perseverating on it and they get
      on with life—a tone perfectly captured in that quintessential
      line, “ ‘I’m not tall enough to be noticed,’
      thought Stuart, ‘yet I’m tall enough to want to go to
      Seventy-second Street.’ ”

    The writer in me admires the sentence’s specificity,
      too—it’s Seventy-second Street Stuart wants to
      go to, not just “out.” Which implies a mystery. Why
        Seventy-second street? I can’t help wondering—as I
      turn the page to find out.

    Well, it turns out that Stuart is seeking a great
      adventure, and he feels Seventy-second Street is
      the place from which it will be launched. And Stuart
        Little is, at heart, a book about setting out. E. B.
      White often expressed a love of beginnings—births,
      sproutings, and hatchings of all sorts. As a young
      man, he took a road trip much like the one Stuart
      embarks upon—setting out with no plan other than
      to find out what lay ahead. White wrote often about
      that road trip, about the thrill of not knowing what
      each morning might bring.

    Stuart Little itself was a beginning: White’s first
      book for young readers . . . maybe. It made me smile
      to learn that when he submitted it as a manuscript,
      he told his editor, “It would seem to be for children,
      but I’m not fussy about who reads it.”

    I think that’s an invitation for all of us to pick up
      this book, whether for our first or one hundred first
      time. And when we get to that sentence on page 28,
      we’ll hear E. B. White encouraging us that no matter
      our size, we should put on our adventure-pants,
      set our faces so the wind is fresh in our whiskers—
      er, cheeks—and get on that bus to Seventy-second
      Street, or wherever our stories will be launched.

    —Sara Pennypacker
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I. In the Drain

WHEN Mrs. Frederick C. Little’s second son arrived, everybody noticed that he was not much bigger than a mouse. The truth of the matter was, the baby looked very much like a mouse in every way. He was only about two inches high; and he had a mouse’s sharp nose, a mouse’s tail, a mouse’s whiskers, and the pleasant, shy manner of a mouse. Before he was many days old he was not only looking like a mouse but acting like one, too—wearing a gray hat and carrying a small cane. Mr. and Mrs. Little named him Stuart, and Mr. Little made him a tiny bed out of four clothespins and a cigarette box.
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Unlike most babies, Stuart could walk as soon as he was born. When he was a week old he could climb lamps by shinnying up the cord. Mrs. Little saw right away that the infant clothes she had provided were unsuitable, and she set to work and made him a fine little blue worsted suit with patch pockets in which he could keep his handkerchief, his money, and his keys. Every morning, before Stuart dressed, Mrs. Little went into his room and weighed him on a small scale which was really meant for weighing letters. At birth Stuart could have been sent by first class mail for three cents, but his parents preferred to keep him rather than send him away; and when, at the age of a month, he had gained only a third of an ounce, his mother was so worried she sent for the doctor.

The doctor was delighted with Stuart and said that it was very unusual for an American family to have a mouse. He took Stuart’s temperature and found that it was 98.6, which is normal for a mouse. He also examined Stuart’s chest and heart and looked into his ears solemnly with a flashlight. (Not every doctor can look into a mouse’s ear without laughing.) Everything seemed to be all right, and Mrs. Little was pleased to get such a good report.

“Feed him up!” said the doctor cheerfully, as he left.
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The home of the Little family was a pleasant place near a park in New York City. In the mornings the sun streamed in through the east windows, and all the Littles were up early as a general rule. Stuart was a great help to his parents, and to his older brother George, because of his small size and because he could do things that a mouse can do and was agreeable about doing them. One day when Mrs. Little was washing out the bathtub after Mr. Little had taken a bath, she lost a ring off her finger and was horrified to discover that it had fallen down the drain.

“What had I better do?” she cried, trying to keep the tears back.

“If I were you,” said George, “I should bend a hairpin in the shape of a fishhook and tie it onto a piece of string and try to fish the ring out with it.” So Mrs. Little found a piece of string and a hairpin, and for about a half-hour she fished for the ring; but it was dark down the drain and the hook always seemed to catch on something before she could get it down to where the ring was.

“What luck?” inquired Mr. Little, coming into the bathroom.

“No luck at all,” said Mrs. Little. “The ring is so far down I can’t fish it up.”

“Why don’t we send Stuart down after it?” suggested Mr. Little. “How about it, Stuart, would you like to try?”

“Yes, I would,” Stuart replied, “but I think I’d better get into my old pants. I imagine it’s wet down there.”
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“It’s all of that,” said George, who was a trifle annoyed that his hook idea hadn’t worked. So Stuart slipped into his old pants and prepared to go down the drain after the ring. He decided to carry the string along with him, leaving one end in charge of his father. “When I jerk three times on the string, pull me up,” he said. And while Mr. Little knelt in the tub, Stuart slid easily down the drain and was lost to view. In a minute or so, there came three quick jerks on the string, and Mr. Little carefully hauled it up. There, at the end, was Stuart, with the ring safely around his neck.

“Oh, my brave little son,” said Mrs. Little proudly, as she kissed Stuart and thanked him.

“How was it down there?” asked Mr. Little, who was always curious to know about places he had never been to.

“It was all right,” said Stuart.

But the truth was the drain had made him very slimy, and it was necessary for him to take a bath and sprinkle himself with a bit of his mother’s violet water before he felt himself again. Everybody in the family thought he had been awfully good about the whole thing.
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II. Home Problems

STUART was also helpful when it came to Ping-pong. The Littles liked Ping-pong, but the balls had a way of rolling under chairs, sofas, and radiators, and this meant that the players were forever stooping down and reaching under things. Stuart soon learned to chase balls, and it was a great sight to see him come out from under a hot radiator, pushing a Ping-pong ball with all his might, the perspiration rolling down his cheeks. The ball, of course, was almost as high as he was, and he had to throw his whole weight against it in order to keep it rolling.
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The Littles had a grand piano in their living room, which was all right except that one of the keys was a sticky key and didn’t work properly. Mrs. Little said she thought it must be the damp weather, but I don’t see how it could be the damp weather, for the key had been sticking for about four years, during which time there had been many bright clear days. But anyway, the key stuck, and was a great inconvenience to anyone trying to play the piano. It bothered George particularly when he was playing the “Scarf Dance,” which was rather lively. It was George who had the idea of stationing Stuart inside the piano to push the key up the second it was played. This was no easy job for Stuart, as he had to crouch down between the felt hammers so that he
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