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    A Letter from Amy Poehler
    
    
    Great books connect us to a bigger world. Great characters ring true and resonate long after we have finished reading. Ramona Quimby is that kind of character. A boisterous bell that continues to ring for children and adults everywhere, Ramona Quimby is a young girl with a keen sense of justice. She is feverish and frustrated, driven by a passion that can come only from a kid who is in a hurry to grow up. She does not suffer fools. She is full of vim and vigor. She is a tiny warrior, a whirling dervish, and a funny five-alarm fire.

    Author Beverly Cleary gave us Ramona. And Beezus. And Henry Huggins. And good ol’ Ribsy. But it was always Ramona that kept me coming back. Beverly Cleary knew the secret to any classic children’s book: never forget what it feels like to be young. She understood how frustrating it could feel to argue with your sister or how exciting it could be to have your whole day stretching out in front of you. In today’s world, where people are always searching for “strong female characters,” Mrs. Cleary was ahead of her time. Ramona was a pest! She was irascible and uncompromising! She was allowed to be angry and was not afraid to stand up to boys! Ramona and Beezus had a complicated sisterly relationship that we could all relate to. Dorothy Quimby was a weary and warm working mother who tried to run interference. The Quimby family felt like our own, and Beverly Cleary created a world on Klickitat Street that felt exactly like our lives in Anytown, USA.

    Which brings us to Ramona Quimby, Age 8. In the sixth book in Beverly Cleary’s fantastic Ramona series, we find our little heroine navigating the treacherous waters of third grade. Whether she is on the school bus or in the classroom or playing the silly baby games that Willa Jean forces her to play, Ramona remains a funny and fierce little girl. And attention, kids! Ramona cracks an egg over her head! And someone steals her eraser! And all she wants to do is sit quietly and read. Just like you!

    It is a privilege all these years later to help introduce Ramona Quimby, Age 8 to a whole new group of readers. And I am grateful to be able to thank Beverly Cleary personally. Like Ramona, I grew up with a mother who encouraged me to be myself. I also shared Ramona’s love of reading. When I was eight years old, I wrote a letter to Beverly Cleary declaring my love for her books. She wrote me back. That letter has lived in a rainbow-colored scrapbook in my childhood bedroom until right now.
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    Thank you, Beverly Cleary. Rock on, Ramona Quimby.

    —Amy Poehler
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THE FIRST DAY OF SCHOOL




Ramona Quimby hoped her parents would forget to give her a little talking-to. She did not want anything to spoil this exciting day.


“Ha-ha, I get to ride the bus to school all by myself,” Ramona bragged to her big sister, Beatrice, at breakfast. Her stomach felt quivery with excitement at the day ahead, a day that would begin with a bus ride just the right length to make her feel a long way from home but not long enough—she hoped—to make her feel carsick. Ramona was going to ride the bus, because changes had been made in the schools in the Quimbys’ part of the city during the summer. Glenwood, the girls’ old school, had become an intermediate school, which meant Ramona had to go to Cedarhurst Primary School.


“Ha-ha yourself.” Beezus was too excited to be annoyed with her little sister. “Today I start high school.”


“Junior high school,” corrected Ramona, who was not going to let her sister get away with acting older than she really was. “Rosemont Junior High School is not the same as high school, and besides you have to walk.”


Ramona had reached the age of demanding accuracy from everyone, even herself. All summer, whenever a grown-up asked what grade she was in, she felt as if she were fibbing when she answered, “third,” because she had not actually started the third grade. Still, she could not say she was in the second grade since she had finished that grade last June. Grown-ups did not understand that summers were free from grades.


“Ha-ha to both of you,” said Mr. Quimby, as he carried his breakfast dishes into the kitchen. “You’re not the only ones going to school today.” Yesterday had been his last day working at the checkout counter of the ShopRite Market. Today he was returning to college to become what he called “a real, live school teacher.” He was also going to work one day a week in the frozen-food warehouse of the chain of ShopRite Markets to help the family “squeak by,” as the grown-ups put it, until he finished his schooling.


“Ha-ha to all of you if you don’t hurry up,” said Mrs. Quimby, as she swished suds in the dishpan. She stood back from the sink so she would not spatter the white uniform she wore in the doctor’s office where she worked as a receptionist.


“Daddy, will you have to do homework?” Ramona wiped off her milk moustache and gathered up her dishes.


“That’s right.” Mr. Quimby flicked a dish towel at Ramona as she passed him. She giggled and dodged, happy because he was happy. Never again would he stand all day at a cash register, ringing up groceries for a long line of people who were always in a hurry.
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Ramona slid her plate into the dishwater. “And will Mother have to sign your progress reports?”


Mrs. Quimby laughed. “I hope so.”


Beezus was last to bring her dishes into the kitchen. “Daddy, what do you have to study to learn to be a teacher?” she asked.


Ramona had been wondering the same thing. Her father knew how to read and do arithmetic. He also knew about Oregon pioneers and about two pints making one quart.


Mr. Quimby wiped a plate and stacked it in the cupboard. “I’m taking an art course, because I want to teach art. And I’ll study child development—”


Ramona interrupted. “What’s child development?”


“How kids grow,” answered her father.


Why does anyone have to go to school to study a thing like that? wondered Ramona. All her life she had been told that the way to grow was to eat good food, usually food she did not like, and get plenty of sleep, usually when she had more interesting things to do than go to bed.


Mrs. Quimby hung up the dishcloth, scooped up Picky-picky, the Quimbys’ old yellow cat, and dropped him at the top of the basement steps. “Scat, all of you,” she said, “or you’ll be late for school.”


After the family’s rush to brush teeth, Mr. Quimby said to his daughters, “Hold out your hands,” and into each waiting pair he dropped a new pink eraser. “Just for luck,” he said, “not because I expect you to make mistakes.”


“Thank you,” said the girls. Even a small present was appreciated, because presents of any kind had been scarce while the family tried to save money so Mr. Quimby could return to school. Ramona, who liked to draw as much as her father, especially treasured the new eraser, smooth, pearly pink, smelling softly of rubber, and just right for erasing pencil lines.
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