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EVERYTHING CHANGED LAST fall when I started sixth grade. For one thing, it was the first time that the teacher wasn’t the tallest person in the class. Jillian Harris came back from summer vacation and looked like she had grown a foot taller. She was at least two inches taller than our teacher, Ms. Brisbin. Then there was Jessie, my best friend. She started acting differently, too. All of sudden all she seemed to care about was boys.

And me, well, I think I started to become a grown-up. Well, maybe not a grown-up exactly. It’s not like I had to get a job and pay my own bills, but I definitely didn’t feel like a little kid anymore. It all began on the first really cold day of the season. That Friday I woke up to my sister Haley’s voice. She always woke me up before I was actually ready.

“I’ll just wear pants under my skirt!” Haley said to herself excitedly. Even when Haley talks to herself, she’s loud. I hadn’t opened my eyes yet and wondered if I was still dreaming. I rolled over toward the wall and squeezed my eyes shut tighter. “Hey, Sophie,” Haley called. “Time to wake up! Should I wear leggings or jeans?”

I groaned and rolled over. I hated sharing a room with Haley. I never got any privacy or peace and quiet. “What are you talking about?” I asked. Haley bounded toward my bed with two pairs of pants.

“Mom said I have to wear pants today because it’s going to be really cold, so which ones?” she said.

“The jeans, I guess,” I said. Usually Haley and I wear uniforms to school—gray skirts with white blouses. But on Fridays we’re allowed to wear whatever we want. I like to wear jeans every chance I get, but Haley hates wearing pants. She’s four years younger than I am, and she likes to wear a skirt or a dress every day, even on Fridays.

Haley climbed onto my bed. “I think I’m going to wear my purple skirt over them,” she told me.

“Haley, get off my bed,” I said. I stretched out my arms and legs so there wouldn’t be any room for her. “That skirt is going to look really stupid over your jeans.”

“No, it won’t,” Haley insisted. “The jeans will be just like tights.” She jumped off the bed and went to the closet. “Oh, purple skirt, where are you?” she called. She moved some hangers aside noisily. I was sure she was making a mess, and I was already preparing to complain to Mom so that I wouldn’t get blamed and have to clean it up myself. “Oh, there you are!” Haley exclaimed suddenly. She yanked on the skirt and the hanger crashed to the ground. Even though Haley’s only in second grade and pretty small for her age, she makes a lot of noise and takes up a lot of space. You always know when she’s in the room. Haley’s good at being the center of attention, but I like things to be quieter.

“You better clean that up,” I told her.

“I will,” she said. “After breakfast. Mom said I could make it myself.”

“Where’s Dad?” I asked. Dad usually made breakfast. Mom called him the family chef.

“He went to work early,” Haley said. I watched her pull her skirt on over her jeans. “Now it’s waffle time,” she said, and she skipped out of the room.

I got out of bed after Haley left. I knew exactly what I wanted to wear: my favorite jeans and a pink long-sleeved shirt. I had pink Converse sneakers that matched the shirt perfectly. I like things to match, even though Jessie told me that pink is a babyish color. A month before, pink had been her favorite color too.

I finished tying my shoes and then I looked at myself in the mirror behind the closet door. I thought I looked okay and not too babyish. People always think I’m younger than I really am because I’m small for my age. I’ve always been the shortest girl in my grade. Jessie’s the second shortest. She’s just a little bit taller than I am, plus she has curly hair so that adds a bit to her height. We both have light brown hair, but my hair is straight and flat. I really wish it were curly like Jessie’s. I tried to puff it up a little with my fingers. It worked a little bit.

Jessie and I met in kindergarten and have been best friends for five and a half years. We go to the Anne B. Victor School for Girls, but everyone just calls it Victor. Anne B. Victor was a real person who started the school more than a hundred years ago. It’s a private school, which means we have to pay to go there, and which is why we have to wear uniforms. Victor goes from kindergarten all the way through twelfth grade, so you can stay at the same school until it’s time to go to college. I’m perfectly happy not to have boys in school, but the way Jessie had been acting, you’d think the fact that there are no boys caused her actual physical pain. She was all excited about the school dance the next month because there were going to be boys there.

Victor is on the corner of Eighty-Ninth Street and Madison Avenue in New York City. There’s a boys’ school across the street from our school. It’s called the Dorr Day School, and Jessie liked to hang out on the corner after school to talk to the Dorr boys. They get out of school about fifteen minutes after we do. Jessie waited for them to come down the block and cross the street, especially to see one boy in particular: Madden Preston. She never just called him by his first name. She always said “Madden Preston.” At lunch the week before she’d said, “Oh my God, Soph! Did you see what Madden Preston did with his hair yesterday?” Madden Preston’s hair had looked the same to me every day I’d seen him, but Jessie went on and on about how he must have started using gel in it. “He has the most beautiful eyes, too,” she told me. “Sometimes they’re blue and sometimes they’re gray. It depends on the way the light hits them.” I told Jessie that I hadn’t noticed. She said that was because I never paid attention to details.

I didn’t really think she was right about that. Details have always been important to me, which is part of the reason why I remember most things. I remember people’s birthdays, and the day I won the writing award at school, and the day my sister Haley broke her wrist, and the day my teacher Ms. Brisbin caught Jessie and me passing notes during math—that was also the day Ms. Brisbin started hating me. I had even noticed plenty of details about Madden Preston—like how he’d looked at me sort of funny that day when he’d crossed the street to where Jessie and I were waiting. I don’t think Jessie even noticed, which proves that I was paying more attention to detail than she was. Frankly, sometimes I wondered if maybe she was just making up her crush on Madden Preston because she wanted to be cool. She even started blowing her hair dry in the mornings and putting just a little bit of glitter on her eyelids. If she put on too much, she’d have to wash it off. You’re not allowed to wear makeup at Victor until high school, and that’s three years away. But Jessie was smart. She put a tiny dab over each eye, so you could only really tell if you were looking for it. She thought it made her look exotic, but I think glitter is kind of silly and certainly more babyish than the color pink.

Lunch was right after our math period, which was a good thing because math is my least favorite subject and it was nice to have a break afterward. Jessie and I went down to the lunchroom together. Friday is always leftovers day, and I wanted some of the macaroni and cheese from Wednesday. Jessie refuses to eat leftovers. I stood in line while she went to pour herself some cereal. “Save me a seat,” I called to Jessie, even though I knew I didn’t have to tell her that. We always sat at the same table, just left of the center of the room. It’s a good table to sit at so you can see what everyone else is doing, and it is far enough away from the teachers’ table on the far right-hand side of the room.

I balanced my tray on one hand and carried my orange juice in my other hand. Jessie was across the room at our table. Three other girls from our grade, Amy, Lindsay, and Melissa, were also sitting there. I’d never been that friendly with them, but because there are only about forty girls in our entire grade, you get to know everyone pretty well. Even so, I didn’t really want to eat lunch with them. But Jessie always did, so sometimes I had to put up with them.

Jessie was sitting in between Amy and Melissa. It’s not like I needed to sit next to Jessie every day, but I did anyway, unless one of us was sick. I put my tray down next to Lindsay. “Oh, gross,” she said as I sat down. “I can’t believe you got the leftovers. That’s from like Monday.”

“Wednesday,” I said. “Monday was beef Stroganoff.”

“Whatever. I don’t exactly memorize what I eat each day,” Lindsay said. The other girls laughed, even Jessie. And Jessie had said I was the one who was bad with details. Anyway, I don’t know why Lindsay thought leftover macaroni and cheese was gross. She was dipping two fingers into a mound of cottage cheese and sucking it off her fingers.

“So anyway,” Lindsay said, “my mom is determined to be one of the dance chaperones.”

“Oh, that’s terrible!” Melissa said.

“I know,” Lindsay said, and she paused to slurp on her fingers. “But she did promise that if she’s there, she won’t try to talk to me for the whole night, and if anyone asks, she’ll pretend to be someone else’s mother.”

“I don’t know why mothers always want to be such joiners,” Amy said. “My mom said she wanted to come too. She thinks it’s so cute that we’re having a school dance. But I told her she couldn’t come and ruin my night just because she wanted to relive her childhood.”

“I know what you mean,” Jessie said. But I knew she was lying. Jessie’s mother never comes to anything. It’s not because she doesn’t want to, but she works a lot. When we were younger, Jessie would get really upset about her mother not being around. Jessie’s mother is a researcher at a news station and she also teaches three nights a week at NYU. The only field trip Jessie’s mom ever came on was the one we went on in third grade to the TV station where she works. They pulled up the morning’s news stories on the teleprompter, and we got to read into a camera and watch ourselves on the monitor. The producer told us to ignore the monitor and just speak into the camera, but it’s really hard not to get distracted when you see your face staring back at you on the screen. Jessie and I got to be the anchors and sit next to each other on the couch in the front of the set. We read from the teleprompter in unison. Jessie’s mom had a tape made of it, and we watched it a couple times at her house.

Jessie used to tell me I was lucky because my mother is almost always around. My mom works too. She’s a head-hunter. I hate the name of her job because it sounds like she is out chopping off people’s heads, but really it means she finds people jobs. She interviews people in a room in the back of our apartment that is set up as an office. It should be a bedroom, but Mom has a desk, some chairs, a bulletin board, and a bunch of file cabinets in there. My dad even built shelves for her into the back wall behind the desk. My dad’s a lawyer but he likes to build things too. He made bookshelves for Haley and me, too. They are a little crooked but they work just fine.

The reason that Haley and I had to share a bedroom was so Mom could keep her office. By the time sixth grade started, I thought I was getting too old to share a room with a second grader, but at least if something important happened at school, or if there was a field trip, Mom could arrange her schedule to be there. Jessie’s father died when she was a baby, so her mother has to work an extra amount. He had a heart attack in his office. They rushed him to the hospital, and hooked him up to all sorts of machines to try to fix it, but he had another heart attack in the hospital, and he died. Jessie never talks about it, and she doesn’t remember him because she was so little, but my mom told me about it. My mom said that Jessie’s mother sometimes gets very angry with her husband for dying and leaving her all alone.

At first it was hard for me to understand why Jessie’s mom would be angry with someone for something that was absolutely not his fault. I mean, it’s not like he wanted to have a heart attack and die. But my mom told me that being really sad can make you angry. The thing is, Jessie’s mom never seems really sad. She’s pretty, just like Jessie, she likes her work, and she has a lot of friends—and of course Jessie. She even lets me call her Liz instead of Mrs. Adler, even though I have to call all of my other friends’ parents by their last names.

I never met Jessie’s dad, but I’ve seen his picture a lot. There are a bunch of photographs of him in Jessie’s apartment, and also, Jessie keeps a special album of pictures underneath her bed. It’s a secret album, but she showed it to me. All of the pictures are of her dad and her when she was a baby.

Lindsay swiped the last bit of cottage cheese off her plate and slurped on her fingers. She pushed her tray away. “I’m stuffed,” she said, and turned toward Jessie. “Hey, did I tell you I decided to get that dress from Bloomingdale’s?”

“The blue one?” Jessie asked.

“Yeah. My mom’s taking me tomorrow. You should totally come. You have to get something to impress Madden!”

“That sounds good,” Jessie said. Lindsay is one of the wealthiest kids at Victor, and her parents get her whatever she wants, but I wondered if Liz would really let Jessie get a new outfit just because Madden Preston was going to be at the dance.

“And after you guys finish shopping, you can come over and hang out with Amy and me,” Melissa said. Amy and Melissa live pretty close to Bloomingdale’s. Actually, Amy and Melissa live in the same building, so they’re always together. Lindsay lives in another building on the other side of the city, on the West Side, so she doesn’t always get to hang out with them, but Lindsay doesn’t strike me as the kind of person who would care about that or feel lonely. Amy and Melissa both really looked up to Lindsay, so I’m sure she knew she was invited to their homes anytime she wanted to be included.

I listened to the four of them make plans to meet at Melissa’s after Lindsay and Jessie finished shopping. Nobody said anything to me at all, as though I weren’t even there. I noticed that Lindsay, Amy, and Melissa had the tiniest bit of glitter on their eyelids, just like Jessie. I wondered if they had done it to be like Jessie or if Jessie had done it to be like them—probably Jessie had copied them.

“You guys can even sleep over,” Melissa said.

The five-minute bell rang, and we picked up our trays and walked over to the conveyor belt where we have to put our trays when we’re finished eating. If you get caught leaving your tray at the table, you have to wear your uniform on Friday, so I always make sure to clear my tray. Usually I hate hearing the five-minute bell, but this time I was relieved to get back to class. It felt strange to hear Jessie make plans that didn’t include me. In fact, it just didn’t make any sense. We were best friends, so we always included each other. Jessie had even come with my family to Florida a few times over spring break when we went to visit my grandmother, because Liz usually has to work over vacation. I decided to talk to Jessie about it. Maybe it was just a misunderstanding and I really was invited.
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JESSIE WAS AHEAD of me as we walked upstairs to our classroom, and I took the steps two at a time to catch up with her.

“Hey,” I said, pulling at her arm. She turned around.

“I didn’t do the reading for English,” she said. “I really hope I’m not called on. Can you tell me what the chapter was about?”

Jessie never read our English homework, so I was used to filling her in on what the books were about. Whenever we had book reports to do, she would come over and I would tell her what to write down. I didn’t mind because Jessie always brought snacks with her. Besides, she was my friend, so I was supposed to help her out. That month we were reading Little Women. It’s a book about four sisters. They don’t have a lot of money and their father is off fighting in a war. Parts of it are pretty sad, but I liked it a lot. The sisters made up plays and acted them out, which is actually something Jessie and I used to do. Sometimes Haley wanted to play with us, and we always made her be the pet. She would roam around on all fours while Jessie and I acted out the real parts. Anyway, I had already finished the whole book, even though we were reading it chapter by chapter and we only had to be up to the ninth chapter at that point. I had reread chapter 9 the night before, so I knew it really well, but I didn’t really feel like helping Jessie.

“How come you didn’t invite me?” I asked.

“What do you mean?”

“When you go to Bloomingdale’s tomorrow,” I said. “How come you didn’t invite me?”

“What’s the big deal, Soph?” Jessie asked. “We don’t have to do everything together. You don’t even like shopping. Besides, I’m going over to Melissa’s after and I can’t just invite you to someone else’s house.”

“I guess,” I said.

“Maybe I can see you on Sunday,” Jessie said. “Now can you please tell me about the chapter from last night?”

I filled Jessie in, but she didn’t get called on during English. I didn’t get called on either, which was a good thing because I was pretty distracted for the rest of the day. I wondered what Jessie would do at a sleepover with her new friends. I bet they didn’t know she was scared of the dark. Whenever she stayed at my house, we always left the light on in my closet so she didn’t get scared. Haley liked it better that way anyway.

The afternoon dragged on. I kept looking up at the clock at the front of the room to see how much longer we had to go. Finally, there were just fifteen minutes to go before three o’clock. Just fifteen more minutes before the final bell and I could go home. I had to meet Haley in the lunchroom, where all the second graders go for dismissal, and walk home with her. It’s kind of a pain to have to walk home with Haley, but my parents said if I wanted to be able to walk home without one of them or a babysitter, I had to take Haley, too. Haley had ballet after school on Mondays and Wednesdays, and I worked on the school paper on Thursdays. But on Tuesdays and Fridays we walked home together. Haley loves walking home with me, because I like to stop at the deli next to school on the way home and buy a cookie or a doughnut, which Mom never lets us do.

Ms. Brisbin was saying something about our country’s geography, but I wasn’t paying attention. I looked over at Jessie. She sat across the table from me, and I could see the glitter on her eyelids sparkling. On second thought, it wasn’t altogether babyish. It did look kind of pretty. Maybe I would start wearing some myself. I needed a new look, anyway. I pulled the cap off my pen and started a list of things I thought I should buy over the weekend: glitter eye shadow, lip gloss, dangly earrings.

Suddenly someone kicked me underneath the table and I looked up. Jessie was looking at me funny. “Sophie Turner, do you care to join us?” Ms. Brisbin said. A few people started to snicker. My face got really hot, the way it does whenever I get embarrassed or upset. Why do teachers always feel the best way to get your attention is to humiliate you? I muttered “Sorry,” lowered my pen, and folded my arms over my paper to cover my shopping list. Ms. Brisbin turned back toward the front of the class.

“As I was saying,” she said, “the sixth grade scored very poorly on the state geography test last month. We don’t want you to go through sixth grade without knowing the geography of the United States, so we’re going to start a grade-wide project. It’s pretty exciting, and I hope you will all enjoy and learn from it.”

It already didn’t sound too exciting to me, but I knew I had better pay attention since I had just been caught. Ms. Brisbin explained that the other sixth-grade teacher, Mr. Warren, had read about a nationwide pen pal project. Schools could sign up to participate, and then all the students’ names were entered into a big database, and everyone was matched up with someone from another state. Once you were matched up with a pen pal in another state, you were supposed to start writing to each other once a month about what it was like to live wherever you live, and what things were in your neighborhood, and what you and your friends did. Mr. Warren had signed up our entire grade to participate. I thought the whole thing was pretty silly. Our state tests had been four weeks before, and I’d gotten only one question wrong. I thought the capital of Texas was Dallas, but really it’s Austin. Why should I get extra homework if I wasn’t one of the people who’d done badly on the test?

Ms. Brisbin said we had all already been matched up with a pen pal and that we should write our first letters over the weekend. We weren’t even supposed to have homework on the weekends. That doesn’t start at Victor until seventh grade. A few kids groaned.

Ms. Brisbin forgot all about being angry with me. She seemed really excited about this new project. “Come on,” she said. “This will be fun. I know you girls are used to instant gratification with e-mail, but when I was young we didn’t have computers in our homes and you got letters in the mail. Trust me, getting something in the mail can be very exciting.”

Grown-ups are always telling kids about the things they didn’t have when they were young, like remote controls, and DVD players, and cell phones. If you ask me, it doesn’t sound like it was much fun to be a kid back then.

Ms. Brisbin said we should think about what kids in other places would want to know about New York City and what makes it different and interesting. “Any ideas?” she asked.

Lindsay raised her hand. She always has something to say.

“Yes, Lindsay,” Ms. Brisbin said.

“We mostly live in apartment buildings instead of houses, so we live closer together to a lot more people.”

Ms. Brisbin nodded. A girl named Alyssa called out. “It’s pretty noisy here, even at night,” she said.

Jessie said, “A lot of really famous buildings are in New York.”

Ms. Brisbin said we should think about how some of the kids we would be writing to might never have been to New York. They may have misconceptions about it being dangerous and a bad place to grow up. She said we should write about the things that are great about New York, like Central Park, and the views from skyscrapers, and our class party at the ice-skating rink at Rockefeller Center.

As far as I am concerned, one of the greatest things about living in New York is that you can pick up the phone and order food from restaurants and they will deliver it to your house at any time, just like room service in a hotel, but I didn’t think that was what Ms. Brisbin had in mind.

Ms. Brisbin started calling our names and handing out the forms with our pen pal assignments. “Samantha, here you go. You were matched with someone in Arkansas. Claire, your pen pal is from Pennsylvania. And Amy, your pen pal is from Washington, D.C.” I thought, Washington, D.C., is not even a state. Ms. Brisbin walked over to our table and I looked at the stack of papers in her hands. They looked very official. In big block letters at the top of the page were the words: “PEN PALS ACROSS AMERICA.” Ms. Brisbin said, “Here you are, Sophie. Your pen pal lives in California.” She handed me the piece of paper. A couple inches below the heading, I saw my name and address, and right beneath that was the name of my pen pal and her address: Katie Franklin, 40 Ridgewood Court, Redwood City, California.

The first thing I noticed about Katie Franklin was that she had two first names. My dad’s boss is named Ed Simon, and Dad doesn’t like him very much. Once I asked him why, and he said he didn’t trust anyone with two first names. Even though I knew he’d been teasing and that was a stupid reason not to trust someone, I still wondered about Katie Franklin. Did it count that Katie was a girl, and that her last name was a boy’s name, so it couldn’t be her own first name, anyway? There is a girl in the grade below me at Victor named Jordan, which can also be a boy’s name, so maybe Franklin could be a girl’s name too. Either way, I wasn’t sure I had much to say to Katie Franklin. I love writing, especially writing short stories, but writing to a perfect stranger all the way across the country is completely different.

The final bell rang. Ms. Brisbin reminded us to write to our new pen pals over the weekend. I packed up my bag and put my jacket and scarf on. Mom had made me bring a hat with me too, but I don’t really like wearing hats, so I left it in my backpack. As long as Haley and I were walking home alone, my mother wouldn’t have to know, and I wouldn’t get in trouble.

I met Haley in the lunchroom. She ran over to me when she saw me and threw her arms around me as if she hadn’t seen me in a year. “Sophie, you’re here!” she cried. “It’s my sister Sophie!” Haley loves to show me off to her friends.

I helped Haley gather up all her stuff. Besides her jacket and backpack, she had a few paintings rolled up to take home. “I even made one for you,” she said. “It’s a portrait. It really looks like you. Do you want to see it now?”

“It’s all rolled up,” I told her. “We can look at it at home.”

“Please can we look at it now?” Haley said. “I made it just for you.” Sometimes she can be very cute and I don’t mind having her around. I pulled the rubber band off her paintings and she unrolled them.

“Here,” Haley said. “This is it.” She held out her painting and looked up at me. It didn’t look like me at all. Haley had painted my skin too dark and my hair too light. There was a big bow on the top of the head, even though I don’t think I had worn a bow in my hair ever in Haley’s lifetime. The lips took up half of the face and she had forgotten to paint in ears. I hoped she didn’t expect me to hang it up on my side of the room. “Do you like it?” Haley asked anxiously.

“It’s really great,” I told her, and she beamed.

“Come on,” I said. “Let’s go to the deli.”

I rolled Haley’s paintings back up and helped her with her jacket and backpack. We went to the deli and decided to get a black-and-white cookie to split. I broke the vanilla part of the cookie off for Haley and kept the chocolate half for me. We had to eat it on the way home, because if Mom saw us, she would want us to save it for after dinner. Our apartment building is only four blocks away from school. We ate quickly and got crumbs all over our gloves, but it was worth it. I shoved the last bite of cookie into my mouth and we walked into the building.



Three
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I DIDN’T GET to see Jessie on Sunday because we went shopping for pumpkins so we could make jack-o’-lanterns for Halloween the next week. Even though eleven is a little too old to be interested in carving pumpkins, I still like going to the pumpkin farm. The weather had warmed up, but Mom told Haley that she still had to wear pants because we would be outside for a while picking out pumpkins. Luckily it was warm enough that we didn’t have to wear hats, because I would have hated that. Haley put on her jeans and a sweater with puppies on the front. Then she pulled her purple skirt back over her jeans. I was getting used to her new look.

I decided to wear my pink shirt again, but I couldn’t find my pink sneakers anywhere in my room. “Look under the beds,” I told Haley. “I’m going to check the living room.”

I walked out to the hall and heard my parents’ voices, louder than they should have been. “You’re right. There’s no reason to come,” Mom said, her voice thick with sarcasm.

“Don’t try to guilt-trip me, Andrea. It’s not going to work this time,” Dad said.

“Of course it won’t,” Mom said. “You don’t think about anybody but yourself anyway.”

“There you go,” Dad said. “You don’t know how to talk without trying to make me feel guilty. Well, I’m not giving in this time. You’re just going to have to accept that it can’t always be what you want. Some of us have to go to work.”

“I work too, Jack,” Mom said. “This isn’t about your work, and you know it.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Dad asked.

“You know exactly what it means,” Mom told him.

“That’s right,” Dad said. “I can read minds.” I heard him starting to walk toward me, and I stepped back so he wouldn’t see me. I went back into my room even though I hadn’t had a chance to look for my shoes.

“They weren’t under the bed,” Haley told me.

“That’s okay,” I said. “I’m just going to wear my brown boots.” I hated hearing my parents argue. It happened a lot, but it was the kind of thing I never got used to. Whenever Haley and I fight, Mom and Dad tell us to behave and apologize to each other. I doubted that would work if I tried to tell them that, and I felt a little shaky as I bent down to get my boots from the closet. Haley didn’t notice that anything was wrong. “You look like a cowgirl,” she said once I had my boots on.

“Girls,” Mom yelled out a few minutes later, “let’s go.” Her voice sounded sharp and mean. Mom’s voice always changes after she fights with Dad. I knew it would go away after a little while. Dad is just the opposite. Whenever he fights with Mom, he acts extra cheerful and happy in front of Haley and me, like nothing at all is wrong.

We go to the same place for pumpkins every year. Without traffic it takes about an hour to drive there, and you need to take the highway. Dad usually drove because Mom hates driving on the highway. That’s part of the reason why she loves living in Manhattan. Most things you need are right in the city so you don’t have to use a car.

The four of us rode down in the elevator together. Dad turned to Mom. “So you know where you’re going?”

“Of course I know where I’m going,” she said. “We’ve only gone to this place every year since Sophie was two.” I could tell she was still angry with Dad.

“You’re not coming with us?” Haley asked Dad.

“No, sweetheart. I have to go in to the office,” Dad told her.

“Then where’s your briefcase?” Haley said.

“I guess I forgot it,” Dad said.

“If you’re going to work, how come you’re not wearing a suit?” Haley said.

“Because it’s the weekend,” Dad said.

“What if Ed Simon is there?”

“You ask too many questions,” I complained.

“That’s all right, Soph,” Dad said. He turned back to Haley. “If Ed is there, he won’t be wearing a suit either.”

We got to the car and I opened the door to the front seat. Haley stamped her foot. “How come Sophie gets the front?”

“Sophie is old enough,” Mom said. “Seven years old is too young to sit in the front.” Mom opened the back door. “Come on, Haley, get in.”

The thing about Haley is that once you give her a reason for something, she usually accepts it and stops complaining. She got into the backseat. Dad bent down and helped her put her seat belt on, even though Haley was old enough to do it by herself. “You know, Sophie,” he said, “you were never this pliant.”

I turned around in my seat and glared at him. “Do you know what ‘pliant’ means?” he asked.

My dad always tries to make every conversation a vocabulary lesson. It can be very annoying. “Yes,” I said, even though I had no idea what “pliant” meant. I just knew it was something he thought I should be but wasn’t.

“Use it in a sentence,” Dad said.

“I don’t feel like it,” I told him.

“Come on,” he said. He was smiling a goofy smile.

“I wish my dad was not obsessed with the word ‘pliant,’” I said. “There you go. There’s your sentence.” I turned back around so he would leave me alone. Dad laughed and patted my shoulder.

“All right, girls,” he said. “Have fun.” He closed Haley’s door and walked around to Mom’s window. She rolled it down.

“I know how to get there, Jack,” she said.

“What will you do if you get lost?” Dad asked.

“I won’t get lost,” Mom said.

“Well, I have my cell phone,” Dad said. “Drive safely.” Dad slapped the side of the car and Mom turned the ignition key. Mom shook her head. I knew she was still angry. I turned around and watched Dad standing on the sidewalk, waving to Haley, until we turned the corner and I couldn’t see him anymore. “What does ‘pliant’ mean?” I asked.

“It means someone who listens to her parents,” Mom said.

“Come on,” I said. “What does it really mean?”

“It means someone who’s willing to go with the flow,” Mom said.

“Oh,” I said.

We drove through Manhattan and then got onto the highway. Another car zoomed in front of us and cut us off. My mother cursed softly, but I heard her. “Mom!” I said. I hate when she curses.

“I’m sorry,” Mom said.

“You shouldn’t do that,” I said. “What if Haley heard you?”

“I won’t do it again,” she said. I glared at her for emphasis. “Sophie, I promise,” Mom said. Haley was singing in the backseat about pumpkins, so I doubted she’d heard Mom anyway.

“Hey, Sophie, do you know this song?” Haley asked.

“No,” I said.

“That’s because it’s brand new. I’m making it up now,” she said.

“Can we put on a CD?” I asked. Mom nodded, and I opened the glove compartment. I picked out a Tori Amos album and slipped it into the CD player. I don’t think many girls my age listen to Tori Amos, but I do. Mom loves her, but Dad doesn’t like her at all, so we only get to listen to her when Mom drives—and that doesn’t happen too often. The music started and Mom said, “Good choice.”

Haley told us that she wanted to get a tall and skinny pumpkin. “I’ll name him Bill,” she said. “Do you think Bill is a good name for a pumpkin?”

“Bill is an excellent name for a pumpkin,” Mom said.

I sat back and listened to Tori singing. I know most of the words to her songs, even though I don’t always understand what they’re about. Sometimes I sing along, but sometimes I like to listen silently so I hear only Tori’s voice. Dad says she sounds like she’s whining when she sings, but Mom says her voice is powerful. I agree with Mom.

My favorite song is called “Winter.” It started playing, but in the middle of the first verse my mother cursed again. This time she was louder. Haley heard and repeated it from the backseat. I hated that they were interrupting my favorite song. “Mom!” I said angrily. She had promised she wouldn’t curse again, but she doesn’t always keep her promises. Sometimes I feel like my mother is the child and I am the grown-up.

“Give me a break, Sophie. I don’t know where we are,” Mom said.

“Give me a break, Sophie,” Haley repeated, and then laughed to herself. I could barely hear the music over her giggles.

“Shush, Haley,” Mom said. “I need to concentrate.”

“Are you going to call Daddy?” I asked.

“I’m going to get off at the next exit,” Mom said. She turned down the music because it was distracting her, so I couldn’t hear it at all. We got off the highway at the next exit, but Mom didn’t call Dad. She pulled into a gas station instead and went into the convenience store to ask for directions.

Haley kicked the back of my seat. “Stop that,” I told her.

“What if the pumpkin place closes before we find it?” Haley said.

“Then Bill will have to spend the night alone,” I said.

“Oh, poor Bill!”

Mom came back into the car with a bag of chips for Haley and me to share. “Okay,” she said. “We’re not too far.”

We hadn’t even finished the chips when Haley called out, “Look!” I turned to look out the window and saw the pumpkin farm up ahead. Just beyond the carved wooden sign that said PUMPKINS, there were thousands of pumpkins on the ground. From the distance it looked like a solid orange blanket that was stretched out for miles. Haley sighed. “I don’t know how I’m going to pick,” she said.

Mom parked and we got out of the car and walked toward the pumpkins. Up close there were paths between the pumpkins so you could walk around without stepping all over them.

It’s hard to find pumpkins that don’t have scrapes or marks on them, and sometimes the stems are too long or too prickly. We took our time going through the rows of pumpkins to make sure we found the best ones. Haley picked out Bill, and then she picked up another pumpkin that she said was Bill’s twin brother, Charlie. Charlie was a little plumper than Bill, but Haley explained they were fraternal twins, not identical. Haley was obsessed with twins because there were two sets of twins in her class. Mom agreed that we shouldn’t separate the twin brothers, so Haley got to keep both pumpkins. I picked a small round pumpkin. Haley said its name was Oscar.

After Mom paid for the pumpkins, we went to a little restaurant called Susie’s Nook that is just down the road from the pumpkin farm. We go there every year. Susie herself takes our order. She wears her hair in a long gray braid hanging down her back, and there are wrinkles all over her face. The wrinkles in her forehead are so deep they look like they were carved that way. I wondered if they hurt. When Susie saw us come in, she said, “How are my favorite customers?” She calls us her favorite customers whenever she sees us, even though we’re there only once a year. I can’t believe she really even remembers us, but she gave us free cupcakes for dessert and she knew to give Haley a vanilla cupcake and me a chocolate one, so maybe she does know who we are.

On the way home we stopped at a couple of antiques stores because Mom wanted to get a new end table to put next to the couch in the living room. The prices are better outside of Manhattan, but Mom didn’t buy anything because everything she saw was either the wrong color or still too expensive. Haley sang her song about pumpkins as we walked through the store. She had added a few new verses about twin pumpkins.

We didn’t get lost on the way home but it was still already dark out when we got back into Manhattan. Haley was really excited to introduce Bill and Charlie to Dad. She ran into the apartment as soon as Mom unlocked the door. Dad was stretched out on the couch. He looked like he had just woken up, but he sat up when he saw Haley bounding toward him.

“Dad!” she called.

“Hiya, Haley,” he said. “Hey, Thumbelina,” he said to me. It’s a nickname he gave me when I was younger, because I was the tiniest girl in my class. I tell him not to use it, but sometimes he does anyway.

“Don’t call me that,” I said. “I hate it.”

“But it’s such a great name,” he said. “You know Thumbelina from the Hans Christian Andersen stories. There’s even a song.”

“I don’t care,” I said, before he could start singing. “I still hate it.”

“One day you will love being small and looking young,” Dad told me. My dad is always so sure about what I will think or want when I get older, but usually I don’t think he’s right.

“I like being small,” Haley said. “You can call me Thumbelina. And look, Dad, I got two pumpkins. They’re twins. This is Bill and this is Charlie. You can tell them apart because Bill is the tall and skinny one.”

Dad turned to Haley, the pliant daughter. “He’s a very lanky pumpkin,” he said. “And he’s a pilgarlic.”

Haley tried to say the word, but she couldn’t. “What does that mean, what you just said?”

“A pilgarlic is a bald man,” Dad told her.

“He’s not bald,” Haley said, pulling on Bill’s stem. “See his hair.”

“How could I have missed that?” Dad said.

“Sophie only got one pumpkin,” Haley said.

Dad looked over at me. “Poor Thum—Poor Soph,” he said. I wondered if he had messed up on purpose.

“You could have had two pumpkins if you wanted,” Mom said.

I told her I didn’t mind. “My pumpkin’s an only child,” I said. “He’s so lucky.”

“No, my pumpkins are lucky because they’re twins,” Haley said. She leaned back against Dad and sighed. “I wish I had a twin.”

“One of you is bad enough,” I said.

“Mom!” Haley whined. “Did you hear Sophie?”

“I was trying to ignore Sophie,” Mom said, and she turned to me. “Apologize to your sister.”

“I was just kidding.”

“It wasn’t funny,” Haley said, and she sniffed so my parents would think she was going to cry.

“You’re such a drama queen,” I complained.

“Sophie,” both my parents said at the same time. They always agree when they think I’ve done something wrong.

“Fine. I’m sorry,” I said. I didn’t really mean it. “I’m going to go do my homework now.”

“Homework on a weekend?” Mom asked.

“It’s this stupid thing Ms. Brisbin wants us to do,” I said. “We have to write letters to pen pals in different states. I think sixth grade is too old for that.”

“I agree,” Mom said. I know some mothers would pretend to think it was a good idea just because a teacher was making us do it, but my mom isn’t like that. She said she was sorry I had homework to do and we could carve the pumpkins when I felt like taking a break.

I started to walk down the hall to my room, and Dad called out from behind me. “Jessie called you a little while ago, by the way.”

“Really? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“What do you mean?” Dad asked. “I’m telling you now.”

“Never mind,” I said. I went into my room and put Oscar on the windowsill near my side of the room. Then I took off my coat and draped it over the chair beside my desk, even though I’m supposed to hang it in the closet.

I called Jessie back before I wrote to Katie. She said she’d been bored at home all day. “That’s too bad,” I told her, even though I was secretly glad that she hadn’t spent the day with Lindsay, Amy, and Melissa. After all, she’d already seen them on Saturday. She didn’t have to spend all her time with them. “Well, I better go,” I told her. “I still have to write to my pen pal.”

“Oh, I did that already,” Jessie said. “I sent my pen pal a postcard so I wouldn’t have to write as much. It’s not like Ms. Brisbin has a way to check on how long our letters are anyway.”

After Jessie and I hung up, I pulled open my desk drawer and took out the light blue stationery Grandma Vivian had bought me for my tenth birthday. It’s custom made and has my full name, Sophie Lauren Turner, written in script across the top of the page. I liked it because it’s very professional-looking, but I hardly ever used it. I had written letters before only to thank Grandma Vivian when she sent me things for my birthday or for Christmas, so I still had almost the whole box left.

I got a pen and sat at my desk. It was hard to think of what to write to Katie Franklin. “Dear Katie,” I started. “My name is Sophie Turner.” Then I realized that was a dumb thing to write because my name was already across the top of the page. I crumbled up the paper and threw it into the garbage can under my desk. Even though I had a lot of it, I didn’t want to waste my stationery. There’s exactly the same amount of envelopes as there are sheets of paper, and now I would have an extra envelope. But I also didn’t want to sound stupid.

I remembered Ms. Brisbin telling us to write about what it was like to live in New York, and I started again: “Dear Katie, I am sitting at my desk in my apartment in New York City. The window above my desk looks out toward another building. I can see lights on in other apartments across the way, and people moving around inside. But it’s too far away to see what they look like, so they just look like shadows.” Ms. Brisbin had once told me it was not grammatically correct to start sentences with the word “but,” but I had actually seen a lot of books with sentences that began with “but.” I asked Dad about it, and he said it was one of those rules they teach you in school that are not always applied in real life.

I was in the middle of the next sentence when I felt sticky hands pressed over my eyes. “Guess who?” a voice said. “It’s time for a break so we can carve the pumpkins!” I was so startled that I jerked my hand and ripped the letter I’d been writing to Katie. Now two sheets were ruined.

“Haley!” I yelled. “You ruined my letter!”

Haley stepped back guiltily. “I didn’t do anything,” she said.

“Yes, you did, and you’re going to be sorry. Mom!” I called. “Mom!”

Mom came into the room. “I’m going to kill Haley,” I told her. I held up my letter with the rip right down the center. “Look what she did!”
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