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are you deaf or something?


MEGAN SAT ON THE HOOD OF HER FATHER’S BIG blue SUV, watching and waiting for a moving truck to come rumbling down Morton Street toward the Bregenzer house. Of course, Megan thought, it isn’t really the Bregenzer house anymore. They moved out in April. Practically every day since the sign had come down, Megan had asked her parents, “When are they moving in?” And they always answered, “Pretty soon.” Megan knew they were teasing her, but that didn’t matter. The real estate agent who took down the “For Sale” sign told the Merrills that the new owners had a little girl nine years old—the same age as Megan.


Hardly any kids Megan’s age lived in her neighborhood. And the ones who were her age were boys who lived two blocks over, and they weren’t really her friends. So this new kid would be the first girl in the neighborhood in a long time. Megan had so many questions running through her head as she waited on the car hood and stared up at the puffy white clouds in the sky. What would the new kid be like? Would she be nice? Funny? What kind of toys would she bring with her? Megan hoped she would have new stuff, unlike the hand-me-down toys and too-big bike she got from her older brother, Matt. But, most of all, Megan wondered if the new girl would be like some of the kids at school who poked fun at her. Megan was tired of having to stick up for herself or have her brother yell at the kids who teased her. She scrunched up her eyes at the memory and pushed those thoughts out of her head. This girl would be different. She knew it. Maybe, Megan thought as she crossed her fingers for luck, she’ll be my best friend.


It was the first Saturday of summer vacation, which meant no more homework and no more waking up at the crack of dawn to get to school. Megan scanned the street. Still no moving truck. She looked down at all the huge oak and maple trees on Morton Street, all perfectly lined up on each side of the block. She always wondered if they grew that way or if someone had planted the little saplings in perfect straight lines with rulers when they’d built the street. They were beautiful, towering trees, with big trunks perfect for hiding around during hide-and-seek and low limbs just right for climbing on.


Sometimes on dark winter nights, when the trees had no leaves, Megan imagined the trees turning into giant walking sticks, like the kind she saw in the traveling bug zoo at school. But instead of swallowing unsuspecting flies and spiders, these giant walking sticks swallowed up people and their pets as they walked by. At least that’s what Megan’s brother, Matt, told her when Mrs. Adams’s fat tabby cat turned up missing.


“Probably got eaten up by the trees,” Matt said. Megan didn’t believe him then, but one night, during a real scary thunderstorm, when some tree branches scraped against their house, Megan was convinced that the trees were coming for them! Her mother told her she was being silly; “trees can’t come alive and snatch people.” Megan wasn’t completely convinced. And just in case, she showed the trees her respect and never carved words on them or peeled off their bark like other kids did.


Megan’s nose tickled; it was the smell of freshly cut grass, the perfect summer smell. Megan rolled over on her side and saw old Mr. Rogowski mowing his lawn. Every weekend, unless it was raining, old Mr. Rogowski was out mowing his lawn. Megan’s dad made Matt mow the lawn for his allowance, but he always grumbled. Mr. Rogowski never seemed happier than when he was cutting his grass. He was a short little man with a bald spot on the back of his head and only three fingers on his left hand, which made the kids who lived on the next block over afraid of him. But Mr. Rogowski was always nice to Megan, and besides, Megan’s father told her that there was nothing to be afraid of. Mr. Rogowski had lost his fingers in a lawn mower accident, and he was still happy cutting the grass. Megan smiled at the big floppy hat he wore to keep the sun off his bald spot; it was exactly like the hat her mother wore when they went to the beach. Mr. Rogowski looked up from his mower and waved at Megan. She waved back. Megan made it her business to know every person and pet in the neighborhood. Why not? It was Megan’s street, and everyone in the neighborhood knew that.


Just then Megan looked up and saw a big truck coming to a stop at the driveway of the Bregenzer home. The movers came up the other end of Morton Street! That was sneaky, Megan thought, laughing to herself. She jumped down from the hood of the car and ran across the street to see her new neighbors.


Megan scurried up to the big oak that was right next to the driveway. From here she could peek around the trunk and watch all the action. Her first look was disappointing. She only saw three moving men starting to work at the back of the truck. They were all wearing gray coveralls with the sleeves cut off and red bandannas tied around their foreheads. Megan noticed their arm muscles because Matt was trying hard to grow his. Megan was going to tell Matt that he should become a mover if he wanted his muscles to grow really big.


But where were the new neighbors? The movers began to unload boxes. And more boxes, and more boxes and more boxes! Megan made sure she saw everything. She looked at the furniture and even the brand-new gardening tools. To Megan, personal belongings said a lot about their owners.


Megan paid close attention to the living room furniture that the movers were bringing in: a long sofa to lie on that she later found out was called a chaise, and two end tables made of dark wood with gleaming handles. How could someone sit in that furniture and watch television? It seemed so stiff and straight!


And then a car pulled up, right behind the moving van. At first it was hard for Megan to see because the June sun was reflecting brightly off of the window, and she had to cover her eyes. But then the doors swung open, and out stepped a couple. The man was tall and thin, with black hair combed very neatly and glasses that he kept pushing back up his nose. The woman was very pretty, with black curly hair just as neat as the man’s hair. They both wore pressed tan pants and crisp white shirts. Very clean for moving, Megan thought.


So where is their daughter? she wondered. They’re supposed to have a daughter! She remembered the Hammers who lived down the street who had no kids. Mr. Hammer was always chasing kids off his lawn when they tried to play in his leaf piles. Once he had even gone so far as to turn the hose on them. Megan thought it was because he had no kids and didn’t understand that sometimes kids just need to jump in leaf piles; she hoped this new couple moving in wouldn’t be the same. She crossed her fingers and ventured closer to the car.


Megan now noticed that the man shouted something over to his wife as he walked up to the new house, but Megan had no idea what he was saying. Megan could tell by their anxious looks that moving day was very stressful for them. Suddenly, another bright reflection from a window flashed in Megan’s face, and then she saw the rear of the station wagon open up.


Out stepped a little girl.


The first thing Megan noticed was that she had big brown eyes. Bigger and more brown than even Nancy Culver’s, who sat behind Megan in her homeroom class and who had the biggest eyes Megan had ever seen. Nancy liked to gross out the kids in the class by turning her eyelids inside out. The next thing Megan noticed was the new girl’s black hair. It was short and wavy, with tight little curls in the back, just like the girl’s mother standing next to the car. Megan thought the hairstyle looked a little old-fashioned.


But Megan was still thrilled that the girl was really here. She ran over right to the car.


“Hi there!” yelled Megan, and the young girl nearly jumped out of her sandals. “I’m Megan,” she continued to yell, “and I live four houses down from you! I think we should be new best friends!”


Megan knew that her voice sounded different to others, since she couldn’t tell how loud or soft she was speaking. Some people said it sounded like she was talking in a box, while others said it sounded like she was imitating a cartoon voice. Still, once people had time to get used to Megan’s special way of talking, they didn’t seem to have any trouble understanding her.


Megan watched as the girl with the big brown eyes opened them so wide that it almost looked to Megan as if she weren’t blinking at all. For a second, Megan imagined that old cartoon where the wolf’s eyes pop out and his jaw drops to the ground. This made Megan grin a little. Although she had been speaking this way since she had started taking speech classes at age three, no one had ever been this surprised to hear her voice.


“Hi,” said the little girl finally. She shyly tucked her chin to her shoulder when she talked.


“Hi!” Megan repeated with the same voice. “My name is Megan. What’s yours?”


The little girl seemed to understand her better this time. “Cindy,” she responded quietly, still looking down at the grass. “Cindy Calicchio.”


“What?” asked Megan. She couldn’t hear her and fiddled with her hearing aids.


“Cindy,” said the little girl in a louder voice, but she still didn’t look up from the grass.


“I still don’t understand you!” Megan yelled. Cindy’s mom turned to see why the two girls were yelling at each other.


Cindy looked straight at Megan. Now she looked a little frustrated. “What’s the matter? Are you deaf or something?” she yelled back.


Megan screamed out and then fell to the ground, laughing hysterically. “How did you know that?” she asked as she laughed.


“Huh? You mean you are deaf?” Cindy asked meekly.


“Duh! That’s why I have these hearing aids!” Megan said as she pointed to her ears and turned her head from side to side so that Cindy could see the bright purple ear molds and hearing aids hanging over each ear. “I am deaf.”


Cindy took a moment to let this sink in. “I thought someone put bubble gum in your ears!” she said.


Megan laughed even harder at the thought.


Cindy waited for Megan to stop laughing before she tried asking her another question. “What do they do?” she asked timidly.


“They make everything loud for me. Even though I can’t hear a lot of things, I can hear some things with these,” said Megan as she stood up again. She purposely turned the little dial on one of the hearing aids until it made a loud squeaking sound like a teakettle that was boiling over. “They’re like the headphones my dad wears when he doesn’t want my mom to hear his goofy music. Except, for me, they make sounds, not just music, louder.”


“You mean you can hear? But I thought you were deaf . . . ,” said Cindy.


Megan could see that Cindy was very confused. She went on, anyway. “I can hear a little, but with these on, I can hear more! It’s not as much as you can hear, but it helps. And they’ll help even more if you look at me when you talk.”


Cindy’s cheeks flushed with embarrassment.


“Can I finish my lecture now?” Megan asked as she put her hands on her hips.


Cindy giggled and nodded, looking more relaxed. More than that, she looked like she understood everything Megan was saying.


“So you’re Megan, right?” asked Cindy cautiously.


Megan nodded enthusiastically. She knew Cindy wasn’t confused anymore, and that was the most important thing to her. “Hi, Cindy!” she said, beaming her biggest smile. “Welcome to my neighborhood.”


Megan grabbed Cindy’s hand and shook it hard. Cindy looked surprised by Megan’s grip, but after a moment she shook it right back.


“It’s going to be an awesome summer,” said Megan.





CHAPTER 2
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apples, sit!


THE NEXT MORNING, CINDY WOKE UP TO FIND her mother standing over her bed with a letter in her hand. “Looks like you win the prize for getting the first piece of mail in the new house,” said Grace.


Cindy rubbed her eyes, adjusting to the bright sunlight pouring in from the windows. “I suppose we’ll have to hang up your curtains today,” Grace said. Cindy wasn’t really paying attention; she was too curious about her letter.


The envelope was bright purple and had dark green frog stickers on the left side. There was no postmark and no return address, but it was definitely addressed to her. “Who would write a letter so quickly?” she wondered out loud. She opened the envelope and found a printed invitation inside:


CINDY


YOU ARE INVITED TO THE HOME OF


MEGAN


9509 MORTON STREET


THIS MORNING AT 10:00 SHARP!


Cindy couldn’t believe her eyes. She had never gotten anything like this in her life! She looked at her clock and sat up in shock—it was already 9:45! She usually got up at 7:30, but she had forgotten to set her alarm clock and her mom must have let her sleep in. Cindy wasn’t sure what she should do.


Her mother peeked over her shoulder to read the purple page.


“Looks like you also win the prize for making the first friend in the neighborhood,” she said.


“I guess so.” Cindy shrugged.


“Then you’d better hurry up and get dressed.”


“But what about my stuff?” Cindy asked. Her room was full of boxes that needed unpacking. And that was nothing compared to all the boxes in the rest of the house.


“I suppose your father and I can spare you for a few hours,” said Grace. “Besides, it’s rude to be late for an invitation,” she added as she left the room.


Cindy looked around her new bedroom. She didn’t like the idea of all her things still stuffed away in those boxes. Cindy liked to have everything in order. All her clothes and toys and dolls and books . . . they all had a special place. But on the other hand, she was very curious about this Megan girl. Cindy made up her mind. She threw on her shorts and sandals and T-shirt and hurried downstairs. She ran outside without even eating her cereal.


But when she got to the address on her invitation, Cindy slowed down. She began to pace up and down the sidewalk in front of Megan’s house, feeling very anxious. She wasn’t very good at making new friends. Sometimes Cindy wished she had a little sister or brother. At least that way she’d always have a built-in friend and wouldn’t have to worry about making new ones.


Back in the city where she’d lived before, Cindy had been by herself most of the time. The other kids who lived on her block tended to ignore her, so she spent her time playing quietly in her room or reading at the library. She loved to read and was always checking out armloads of books. But now she was the new girl in a new neighborhood. This was a big deal for her.


Megan’s house was pretty much like all the other houses on Morton Street. It was painted dark brown and had white lacy curtains in the windows. There were colorful flowers on the front porch in little planters, and a hedge that ran all around the driveway. It was a friendly house. It didn’t look like a deaf girl lived there, she thought.


Cindy took a deep breath and walked up the path to the house. The front door was open, but the screen door was closed. She could hear the sound of loud rock music playing. Cindy rang the doorbell but was afraid no one would hear. She rang again. This time, she smashed her face against the screen door for a peek and saw what looked like a fireworks display. Lights were flashing all over the house. Cindy wondered if she had broken something by ringing the doorbell.


“Hello?” Cindy called through the door as best she could without sounding rude. Suddenly, a woman appeared. Cindy almost let out a little scream, she was so startled.


“You must be Megan’s friend, Cindy. I’m Lainee, Megan’s mother.”


“Nice to meet you,” said Cindy. She liked Megan’s mom right away. Lainee opened the door to let Cindy step inside. To Cindy, Lainee looked like an adult version of Megan, with her quick smile and large blue eyes. But Lainee spoke with a firm voice that was different from Megan’s. Cindy looked at Lainee’s ears. She wasn’t wearing any hearing aids. She was confused.
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