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ABBY CARSON IS FAILING SIXTH GRADE

It isn’t that Abby can’t do her schoolwork, it’s just that she doesn’t like doing it. When a warning letter is sent home, Abby realizes that all of her slacking off could cause her to be held back—for real! Unless she meets some specific conditions, including taking on an extra-credit project: find a pen-pal in a foreign country. Simple enough (even for a girl who hates homework).

When Abby’s first letter arrives at a small school in Afghanistan, Sadeed Bayat is chosen to be her pen pal . . . Well, kind of. He is the best writer, but he is also a boy, and in his village it is not appropriate for a boy to correspond with a girl. So his younger sister dictates and signs the letter—until Sadeed decides what his sister is telling Abby isn’t what he’d like Abby to know.

As letters flow back and forth between Illinois and Afghanistan, Abby and Sadeed discover that their letters are crossing more than an ocean. They are crossing a huge cultural divide and a minefield of different lifestyles and traditions. Their growing friendship is also becoming a growing problem for both communities, and some people are not happy. Suddenly things are not so simple.
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What if you called it a frindle?

[image: image]

What people say about Andrew’s bestselling classic

Frindle
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[image: image] “Will have readers smiling all the way
through . . . hilarious.” —Horn Book, starred review

[image: image] “A captivating tale—one to press upon children, and one
they’ll be passing among themselves.”
—Kirkus Reviews, pointered review

“Outstanding and witty.”
—School Library Journal


About the Author and Illustrator

Andrew Clements is the author of the enormously popular Frindle. He has been nominated for a multitude of state awards and has an Edgar Award and two Christopher Awards. His popular works include Lost and Found, No Talking, Room One, Lunch Money, and others. He is also the author of the mystery adventure series Benjamin Pratt & the Keepers of the School .Mr. Clements taught in the public schools near Chicago for seven years before moving East to begin a career in publishing and writing. He lives with his wife in central Massachusetts and has four grown children. Visit his website: AndrewClements.com.
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CHAPTER 1

IN THE HILLS ABOVE KABUL

Sadeed knew he wasn’t supposed to be listening to the men talking in the next room. He also knew he wasn’t supposed to be peeking through the crack near the bottom of the old wooden door. But they had to be talking about him in there—why else would his teacher have invited him to the home of the headman of the village?

His teacher, Mahmood Jafari, had not told him much. “Please come to Akbar Khan’s house this afternoon at four. He and his councillors meet today, and I have to speak with them. And I may need you to be there.”

Sadeed thought perhaps his teacher was going to recommend him for a special honor. That wasn’t hard to imagine, not at all. Perhaps the village elders would award him a scholarship to one of the finest new schools in Kabul. He would wear blue trousers and a clean white shirt to classes every day, and he would have his own computer, and he would take his place as one of the future leaders of Afghanistan. His father and mother would be very proud of him. It would be a great opportunity. And Sadeed was certain he richly deserved it.

Through the crack in the door, Sadeed could see all seven men, sitting on cushions around a low table, sipping tea. An electric bulb hung overhead, and two wires ran across the ceiling to the gasoline generator outside. Mahmood was talking to Akbar Khan, but the teacher’s back was toward the door, and Sadeed couldn’t hear what he was saying.

When the teacher finished, someone Sadeed knew—Hassan Jaji—began to speak. Hassan stopped by his father’s shop in the village bazaar at least once a week, and he sometimes stayed awhile, telling stories about his time as a freedom fighter during the war with the Soviet Union. One day he had shown Sadeed where a Russian grenade had blown two fingers off his right hand.
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And as the man spoke now, that was the hand he used to stroke his chin.

“I am only a simple man,” Hassan said, “and I would never try to stop progress. But our traditions protect us. And they protect our children. And I believe that the schoolteacher has asked us to allow something that would not be proper.”

The eyes of the men turned back to Mahmood. The teacher looked around the circle and cleared his throat, speaking more forcefully now so that Sadeed could hear every word he said. “What Hassan says about our traditions is certainly true.”

He paused, and Sadeed saw him hold up a bright green envelope with three stamps on it, each one a small picture of an American flag. The front of the envelope was decorated with two pink butterfly stickers.

The teacher said, “But it is also a tradition that we are a courteous people. And therefore one student from our village school must answer this letter from the girl in America. And I believe it would be most courteous if our very best student writes back, the one student who is most skillful with the English language. And that one student is Sadeed Bayat.”

A pang of disappointment cut through Sadeed. His name had just been spoken in the ears of the most important men in this part of Panjshir Province, and why? To be recommended for a great honor? No. To write a letter. To a girl.

Hassan stroked his chin again. He shook his head. “That letter is from an American girl. And should a boy and a girl be sharing their thoughts this way? No. Let one of the girls write back. A girl would be more proper.”

And outside the door, Sadeed nodded and whispered, “Exactly!”

The teacher spoke up again. “To be sure, what Hassan says would be best. But the letter that goes back to America will represent our village, even our nation. And should we accept less than the very best writing, the best spelling and grammar? I know Sadeed Bayat—you may know him too, the son of Zakir the wheat merchant. He is a good boy. And his excellent writing will represent us well. His words will speak well of all the children of Afghanistan. And I feel sure that no harm will come of this. I feel sure that—”

Akbar Khan held up a hand, and Mahmood went silent.

The headman said, “Have you told Sadeed about this letter yet?”

“No,” said the teacher. “I came to ask for advice.”

Akbar nodded. “You did well to wait.” The headman looked around the circle. “I agree that the finest student from our village must reply. And I agree that it would be best if a girl from our school is the writer.” Akbar turned to the teacher. “Sadeed has a sister, doesn’t he?”

“Yes,” Mahmood said. “Amira, about two years younger.”

The headman smiled. “Just so. Amira will write back to the girl in America. And the finest student from our village will watch over her and help her, doing what is needed to be sure that the writing is excellent. But only the girl will sign the letter. And therefore, all will be proper. And, of course, our teacher promises that nothing shameful will come of this.” Looking Mahmood full in the face, he said, “Do you promise this?”

Mahmood nodded. “I do.”

“Then it is decided,” said Akbar Khan. “And now we will have more tea.”

Fifteen minutes later, when his teacher came out into the entry hall, Sadeed was sitting on the long wooden bench with two men who had arrived to speak before the village elders. He stood up and followed his teacher down the hallway, out the door, across the walled courtyard, and then through the iron gate that opened onto the main road.

As they stood beside the road, Mahmood smiled and said, “Thank you for coming, Sadeed. It turns out that I needn’t have bothered you. I know you need to hurry to your job now, but I must speak with you before school tomorrow morning. I need your help with an important job.”

Sadeed nodded, taking care to put a puzzled look on his face.

“So,” Mahmood said. “Good evening.”

And with a small, formal bow, the teacher turned right and walked toward the school, headed home. Not only did he work at the school, but he lived in a room built against the rear wall of the building.

Sadeed turned in the other direction, headed back toward the bazaar. He worked for his father every day after school, and the shop would be open for at least another hour.

As he walked along the road, following a large man riding on a small donkey, he thought about all he had heard. No great honors were heading his way. However, Akbar Khan himself had called him “the finest student from our village.” So that was good.

And Sadeed also thought about tomorrow, about how he would have to pretend to be surprised when his teacher told him he must help Amira—just like he had pretended to be puzzled a few moments ago.

But the only thing that actually puzzled Sadeed was how his teacher could call writing a letter to a girl in America “an important job.”

Because that made no sense at all.


CHAPTER 2

IN THE HILLS ABOVE LINSDALE

It was a long way down, but Abby tried not to think about it. She dug the rubber toes of her rock-climbing shoes deeper into the crevice. She tested the grip of her left hand, then arched her back and stretched her right arm above the ledge, feeling around for something she could grab onto.

Reaching made the strap of her helmet pull tighter against her chin. A bead of sweat trickled down her forehead, gained speed, then dripped off the tip of her nose and disappeared, far, far below. One slip, one false move, and this climb would be over. The rope might save her life, but a fall would mean defeat. It would mean this mountain had beaten her. And Abby would not accept that.
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