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Dear Readers,

All young adults in America have to read
fiction in school and then discuss it from the
stance of literary analysis.That is,they have
to talk about the character development,the
plot,the setting,and the writing style in the
book.Many of these young people read fiction
for pleasure outside of school,as well.But
others don’'t.The ones who don't often find
reading a chore and they have enough chores
in their life without picking up a book.

When I write for young adults,I always
remember that reading can be a chore—so I
want to make that chore worth it for them.
My goal is to get the reader to care so much
about the characters,that turning the page
is a joy.I don't think about trying to send a
message or anything didactic like that.I think
only of trying to tell a good story—one that
helps the reader get inside the skin of my
characters and truly understand them.

When I was a child, I lived in a poor
family.I didn't have many opportunities to
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know much about life outside the small envi-
ronment I lived in.But I was very lucky: I
loved to read.And reading opened up the world
for me.It taught me that there were other
cultures,other languages,other ways of living.
I became such a good reader that school was
easy for me and I was lucky again:I got a
scholarship to go to college. Then I studied
further and became a university professor.
And now I am a writer,as well.

When I write,I remember the child I
was—I remember how reading opened up doors
for me.My job as a writer is to give the gift
of lovingto read to children and young adults.
That way maybe I can help open up doors for
them,t00.So I never write only for the “good"
reader.I try to write for everyone.l try to
entice everyone,grab their hear'ts make them
laugh or cry or both.

I hope you enjoy these books.I wrote

them for you.

Sincerely,

lornaolagite

Donna Jo Napoli
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Death

It all started with a death.

Two, actually.

We were coming home from Aunt Lizzy’s house. She lives in
Charleston, South Carolina, which is a giant tourist trap®, my fa-
ther says, but beautiful, my mother says. (My mother is Aunt
Lizzy’s sister. )

We stopped for dinner, and Mom let Arthur and me go into the
shop next door to the restaurant. (Arthur is my little brother. He’s
six.) Arthur found a comcob pipe? in the bathroom. I promised
not to tell Mom where he found it because if she found out, she’d
make him throw it away. And I told him he owed me big.

I looked around the shop for something nice to give to Ro-
driguez. Like dried brine shrimp®. Rodriguez used to gobble up
those smelly little things fast. But they had nothing like that at the
shop, even though Charleston is pretty close to the sea. Instead, I
bought licorice® and went to the car to put a small bite into
Rodriguez’s fishbowl. He had his own big tank with a rock at
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4 Death

home, but he travels in a little fishbowl—or did, I mean. That’s
when I found him dead.

Mom helped me bury him in the dirt near the parking lot. She
said, “Rodriguez had a good long life for a newt®.”

I blinked back my tears. “Three months isn’t long.”

“Maybe to a newt it is.”

I know about things like newt lifespans, and I knew Mom was
wrong. She knows I know that sort of thing, too, but she always
has to say something positive. It’s a disease with her. 1 picked up
goodlooking rock to give to Charlotte (she’s my best friend), and I
got in the car.

Rodriguez had been a good newt. He’d done all the things a
newt is supposed to do and more. I used to love to watch him swim,
his orange belly glowing. He was graceful. And once I put my
hand in the tank with my fingers, and he swam in and out of my
fingers.

I rubbed the rock and wondered if I'd done anything to cause
Rodriguez to die.

I hardly talked for the nest hour.

Dad was too busy with the traffic to notice. But Mom did.

“Listen, Laurel,” said Mom, “you’ve got to change your at-
titude. Heaven knows we’ve seen enough deaths with all your pets.
And, sweetie, really, if you’re going to be a veterinarian®,
you’ve got to get used to things like death.” She glanced over at
Arthur, who sat on the other side of the backseat with his forehead
against the window. “Arthur, what is that sticking out of your
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6 Death

pocket?”

“Huh?” said Arthur.

“It's a comcob pipe. I can see it. Where did you get that
comcob pipe?” Mom’s voice had a worried edge. Arthur had been
known to steal before. Mom called it taking without paying.

“I found it,” said Arthur.

“Where?”

“In that shop.”

. Mom’s voice rose in a little shriek®.  “You took it without

paying?” ,

“I found it on the floor,” said Arthur. I noticed he didn’t say
the bathroom floor.

“Oh,” said Mom. Her face told all: She was trying hard to
believe him.

“It’s true,” I said. I looked at Arthur meaningfully. Now he
really owed me big.

“Well, you should have given it to the shopkeeper,” said
Mom. “He would have put it back on the shelf and sold it.”

“No,” said Arthur.

“What?” said Mom.

“He saw it in my hand, and when I told him I found it. he
said I could keep it.”

Likely story, I thought. But I kept my mouth shut. After all,
I hadn’t seen Arthur lie before, and it was interesting to discover he
had hidden talents.

Mom twisted her mouth. “Hmmm.”
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8 Death

“Mom?” said Arthur. “Is this silver?” Arthur held up the
corncob pipe.

Mom looked at Arthur as though he were an idiot. Then she
turned to me and accused me with her eyes.

It wasn’t my fault. Sure, I used to teach Arthur all kinds of
wrong things. When he was one, he loved to make machine nois-
es. So I gave him my Yo-Yo® and told him it was a special kind of
car. He went around the house rolling the Yo-Yo and screaming,
“Brrrooom, brrrooom.” When guests were over, I'd say, “See
how dumb my baby brother is?” And that was just the beginning.
But I hadn’t taught Arthur wrong things for a while now. I liked him
a lot better these days.

Arthur asked, “Is it, Mom? Is this silver?”

Mom was still staring at me. She raised an eyebrow.

I shrugged.

Mom looked at Arthur and cleared her throat. “It’s yellow and
brown, Arthur. You know your colors.”

“But the man said it was silver.”

“The shopkeeper?”

“Yup®. He said I could keep it as my silver ear.”

Mom laughed. Dad laughed. Arthur’s face got red.

I leaned over and touched his wrist. “It’s a souvenir, not a
silver ear. A souvenir is something you keep to remember something
or someplace or whatever.” I glared at the back of Mom’s laughing

head.
Arthur went back to pressing his forehead against the window.



