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CHAPTER ONE

Dear Sammy,
New York City (we call it the Big Apple) is the 

coolest! I almost can’t believe I’m here. Today we 
spent the day in Greenwich Village. I thought it would 
be like Littleton, you know, a village. But it’s just part 
of the city. A nice part, with trees and parks and cool 
stores and restaurants. You’d like it. See ya! 

Charles

“Who are you writing a postcard to, Charles?” 

asked Mom’s friend Joy. She sat next to Charles 

on the subway, and she’d been watching him as 

he wrote a message on the back of a postcard. 
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“Great picture of Washington Square Park,” she 

added, pointing to the picture of a big stone arch.

“Yup! It’s to Sammy,” said Charles. “My best 

friend back in Littleton. I promised to send him a 

postcard from the city.” Charles and his mom had 

come to visit Joy in New York  City—  kind of a sur-

prise trip, since Charles’s older sister, Lizzie, was 

the one who was supposed to go. The trip had been 

planned as a girls’ getaway: Mom and her best, old-

est friend, Joy, plus Lizzie. Instead, Charles had 

lucked out when Lizzie decided that staying home 

to be with her friends on Halloween was more 

important. Charles was excited to be in the big city, 

and he liked Joy, who was small and round and 

loved to laugh. She was an artist, and she always 

dressed like a rainbow, in wildly colorful clothes.

Joy nodded. “Cool,” she said. “What was your 

favorite thing you saw today?”
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Charles thought for a minute. “The chess guys,” 

he said. “Definitely the chess guys.”

At first, he didn’t know what they were doing, 

sitting across from each other at stone tables in a 

corner of a busy park. He had stopped to watch, 

fascinated by the way they moved their black and 

white pieces.

Joy, who’d lived in New York forever, had 

explained. “They’re playing chess,” she said. 

“There are always people playing here. Have you 

ever played?”

Charles shook his head. “I’d like to, though,” 

he said. Right away, he’d noticed that there were 

all kinds of different pieces on the board. Joy 

told him that each piece moved a different way 

across the black and white squares. He watched 

closely, trying to figure out which type moved 

which way.
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“Maybe Dad can teach you when we get home,” 

Mom suggested. “He’s much better at chess than 

I am.” She was flipping through a book she had 

bought at Joy’s favorite bookstore. She put it back 

in her purse. “I’m so glad you came with me, 

Charles. Joy and I planned so many fun things 

for this trip. Museums, a visit to the Russian Tea 

Room, some shopping . . .”

“Here’s our stop!” Joy stood up as the subway 

screeched to a halt. Charles picked up his back-

pack and followed her through the sliding doors. 

Mom grabbed his hand as they walked through 

the crowded subway station. Charles still couldn’t 

get used to how many people there were in New 

York. Young people, old people, people of all sizes 

and colors, people dressed all kinds of ways. 

Floods and floods of people. It was  amazing—  and 

a little bit overwhelming.
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“I can’t believe I used to ride this subway line 

every day to go to work,” said Mom. “It seems like 

a whole lifetime ago.” Mom lived in New York 

when she was just out of college. Charles knew 

that his mother was happy with her  small-  town 

life, working as a reporter for the local newspa-

per. But he could tell that she also had a lot of 

good memories from her time in the city.

“Back when we were young and carefree!” 

said Joy.

“And broke,” said Mom. “I remember eating a 

lot of beans for dinner in your tiny apartment.”

Joy laughed. “I still eat beans, even though my 

current apartment is a little bigger.”

Joy lived in a tall, brick building just off 

Broadway, which was a very busy, very wide ave-

nue full of traffic: buses, taxis, cars, bikes, fire 

trucks,  scooters—  you name it. If it was on wheels, 
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it was zooming down Broadway. Charles and 

Mom had stopped at Joy’s place when they first 

arrived, just to drop off their suitcases in the 

lobby. “Pete will take care of them,” Joy had said 

when she introduced them to her doorman, a tall 

man in a dark blue uniform with shiny brass 

buttons.

Now, as they walked into the building, Pete 

held the door wide open for them. He had a nice 

smile, and he treated Charles just like he treated 

the  grown-  ups. “Your baggage is right here, sir,” 

he said, waving a hand at Charles’s duffel bag, 

which he’d kept behind his  chest-  high reception 

desk along with Mom’s suitcase. “Did you have a 

good day in the Village?”

Charles nodded. “We saw guys playing chess,” 

he said.

“Oh, sure,” said Pete. “In Washington Square 

Park. I used to play down there, back in the day.”
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“You know how to play chess?” Charles asked. 

“Can you teach me?” He couldn’t wait to start 

learning.

“Sure thing,” said Pete. “I taught my son, Gary, 

when he was just about your age. Now he’s pretty 

much grown up and he beats me every time. He 

even does pretty well at tournaments sometimes.”

“That’s a really nice offer,” Mom said to Pete. 

She put a hand on Charles’s shoulder. “We’re 

going to be pretty busy while we’re here, but 

maybe we can find some time for that. Right now, 

let’s get settled in upstairs before we head out for 

dinner. Joy picked out a Chinese restaurant for us.” 

She picked up her suitcase and followed Joy to 

the elevator, talking excitedly about noodles and 

dumplings. 

Charles lagged behind to grab his duffel, then 

stopped in his tracks when he heard a whimper 

from behind the STAFF ONLY door in the lobby. He 
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knew that sound! Only a scared or lonely little 

puppy sounded like that. “Pete,” Charles said. “Is 

that a puppy I hear?”

Pete’s eyes widened. He put a finger over his 

lips. “Shh!” he said. Then he looked at Charles. 

“ Wait—  do you know anything about dogs?”

“Sure!” said Charles. “I know a lot. I mean, not 

quite as much as my sister, Lizzie. She knows 

everything. But my family fosters puppies.  We—”

“Quick, come take a look at this.” Pete cracked 

open the STAFF ONLY door and pointed inside.

Charles gasped. There, sitting on top of a bed 

made of old towels, was the cutest little puppy.
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