“Spaghetti”

by Cynthia Rylant

It was evening and people sat outside, talking quietly among themselves. On the stoop of a
tall building of crumbling bricks and rotting wood sat a boy. His name was Gabriel and he
wished for some company.

Gabriel was thinking about things. He remembered being the only boy in class with the right
answer that day, and he remembered the butter sandwich he had had for lunch. Gabriel was
thinking that he would like to live outside all the time. He imagined himself carrying a pack of
food and a few tools and a heavy cloth to erect a hasty tent. Gabriel saw himself sleeping
among coyotes. But next he saw himself sleeping beneath the glittering lights of a movie
theater, near the bus stop.

Gabriel was a boy who thought about things so seriously, so fully, that on this evening he
nearly missed hearing the cry from the street. The cry was so weak and faraway in his mind
that, for him, it could have been the slow lifting of a stubborn window. It could have been the
creak of an old man’s legs. It could have been the wind.

But it was not the wind, and it came to Gabriel slowly that he did, indeed, hear something, and
that it did, indeed, sound like a cry from the street.

Gabriel picked himself up from the stoop and began to walk carefully along the edge of the
street, peering into the gloom and the dusk. The cry came again and Gabriel’s ears tingled and
he walked faster.

He stared into the street, up and down it, knowing something was there. The street was so
gray that he could not see . . . But not only the street was gray.

There, sitting on skinny stick-legs, wobbling to and fro, was a tiny gray kitten. No cars had
passed to frighten it, and so it just sat in the street and cried its windy, creaky cry and waited.

Gabriel was amazed. He had never imagined he would be lucky enough one day to find a
kitten. He walked into the street and lifted the kitten into his hands.

Gabriel sat on the sidewalk with the kitten next to his cheek and thought. The kitten smelled
of pasta noodles, and he wondered if it belonged to a friendly Italian man somewhere in the
city. Gabriel called the kitten Spaghetti.

Gabriel and Spaghetti returned to the stoop. It occurred to Gabriel to walk the
neighborhood and look for the Italian man, but the purring was so loud, so near his ear, that he
could not think as seriously, as fully, as before.

Gabriel no longer wanted to live outside. He knew he had a room and a bed of his own in
the tall building. So he stood up, with Spaghetti under his chin, and went inside to show his
kitten where they would live together.



The Marble Champ

Lupe Medrano, a shy girl who spoke in whispers, was the school’s spelling
bee champion, winner of the reading contest at the public library three summers
in a row, blue ribbon award in the science fair, the top student at her piano
recital, and the playground grand champion in chess. She was a straight-A student
and—not counting kindergarten, when she had been stung by a wasp—never
missed one day of elementary school. She had received a small trophy for this
honor and had been congratulated by the mayor.

But though Lupe had a razor-sharp mind, she could not make her body, no
matter how much she tried, run as fast as the other girls’. She begged her body to
move faster, but could never beat anyone in the fifty-yard dash.

The truth was that Lupe was no good in sports. She could not catch a pop-
up or figure out in which direction to kick the soccer ball. One time she kicked the
ball at her own goal and scored a point for the other team. She was no good at
baseball or basketball either, and even had a hard time making a hula hoop stay
on her hips.

It wasn’t until last year, when she was eleven years old, that she learned
how to ride a bike. And even then she had to use training wheels. She could walk
in the swimming pool but couldn’t swim, and chanced roller skating only when
her father held her hand.

“I'll never be good at sports,” she fumed one rainy day as she lay on her
bed gazing at the shelf her father had made to hold her awards. “l wish | could
win something, anything, even marbles.”

At the word “marbles,” she sat up. “That’s it. Maybe | could be good at
playing marbles.” She hopped out of bed and rummaged through the closet until
she found a can full of her brother’s marbles. She poured the rich glass treasure
on her bed and picked five of the most beautiful marbles.

She smoothed her bedspread and practiced shooting, softly at first so that
her aim would be accurate. The marble rolled from her thumb and clicked against
the targeted marble. But the target wouldn’t budge. She tried again and again.
Her aim became accurate, but the power from her thumb made the marble move



only an inch or two. Then she realized that the bedspread was slowing the
marbles. She also had to admit that her thumb was weaker than the neck of a
newborn chick.

She looked out the window. The rain was letting up, but the ground was
too muddy to play. She sat cross-legged on the bed, rolling her five marbles
between her palms. Yes, she thought, | could play marbles, and marbles is a sport.
At that moment she realized that she had only two weeks to practice. The
playground championship, the same one her brother had entered the previous
year, was coming up. She had a lot to do.

To strengthen her wrists, she decided to do twenty push-ups on her
fingertips, five at a time. “One, two, three . ..” she groaned. By the end of the first
set she was breathing hard, and her muscles burned from exhaustion. She did one
more set and decided that was enough push-ups for the first day.

She squeezed a rubber eraser one hundred times, hoping it would
strengthen her thumb. This seemed to work because the next day her thumb was
sore. She could hardly hold a marble in her hand, let alone send it flying with
power. So Lupe rested that day and listened to her brother, who gave her tips on
how to shoot: get low, aim with one eye, and place one knuckle on the ground.

“Think ‘eye and thumb’—and let it rip!” he said.

After school the next day she left her homework in her backpack and
practiced three hours straight, taking time only to eat a candy bar for energy.
With a popsicle stick, she drew an odd-shaped circle and tossed in four marbles.
She used her shooter, a milky agate with hypnotic swirls, to blast them. Her
thumb had become stronger.

After practice, she squeezed the eraser for an hour. She ate dinner with her
left hand to spare her shooting hand and said nothing to her parents about her
dreams of athletic glory.

Practice, practice, practice. Squeeze, squeeze, squeeze. Lupe got better and
beat her brother and Alfonso, a neighbor kid who was supposed to be a champ.



“Man, she’s bad!” Alfonso said. “She can beat the other girls for sure. |
think.” The weeks passed quickly. Lupe worked so hard that one day, while she
was drying dishes, her mother asked why her thumb was swollen.

“It’s muscle,” Lupe explained. “I've been practicing for the marbles
championship.” “You, honey?” Her mother knew Lupe was no good at sports.
“Yeah. | beat Alfonso, and he’s pretty good.”

That night, over dinner, Mrs. Medrano said, “Honey, you should see Lupe’s
thumb.” “Huh?” Mr. Medrano said, wiping his mouth and looking at his daughter.
“Show your father.”

“Do | have to?” an embarrassed Lupe asked. “Go on, show your father.”

Reluctantly, Lupe raised her hand and flexed her thumb. You could see the
muscle. The father put down his fork and asked, “What happened?”

“Dad, I've been working out. I've been squeezing an eraser.” “Why?”“I'm
going to enter the marbles championship.”

Her father looked at her mother and then back at his daughter. “When is it,
honey?”

“This Saturday. Can you come?”

The father had been planning to play racquetball with a friend Saturday,
but he said he would be there. He knew his daughter thought she was no good at
sports and he wanted to encourage her. He even rigged some lights in the
backyard so she could practice after dark. He squatted with one knee on the
ground, entranced by the sight of his daughter easily beating her brother.

The day of the championship began with a cold blustery sky. The sun was a
silvery light behind slate clouds.

“I hope it clears up,” her father said, rubbing his hands together as he
returned from getting the newspaper. They ate breakfast, paced nervously
around the house waiting for 10:00 to arrive, and walked the two blocks to the
playground (though Mr. Medrano wanted to drive so Lupe wouldn’t get tired).



She signed up and was assigned her first match on baseball diamond number
three.

Lupe, walking between her brother and her father, shook from the cold, not
nerves. She took off her mittens, and everyone stared at her thumb. Someone
asked, “How can you play with a broken thumb?” Lupe smiled and said nothing.

She beat her first opponent easily, and felt sorry for the girl because she
didn’t have anyone to cheer for her. Except for her sack of marbles, she was all
alone. Lupe invited the girl, whose name was Rachel, to stay with them. She
smiled and said, “OK.” The four of them walked to a card table in the middle of
the outfield, where Lupe was assigned another opponent.

She also beat this girl, a fifth-grader named Yolanda, and asked her to join
their group. They proceeded to more matches and more wins, and soon there
was a crowd of people following Lupe to the finals to play a girl in a baseball cap.
This girl seemed dead serious. She never even looked at Lupe.

“I don’t know, Dad, she looks tough.”
Rachel hugged Lupe and said, “Go get her.”

“You can do it,” her father encouraged. “Just think of the marbles, not the
girl, and let your thumb do the work.”

The other girl broke first and earned one marble. She missed her next shot,
and Lupe, one eye closed, her thumb quivering with energy, blasted two marbles
out of the circle but missed her next shot. Her opponent earned two more before
missing. She stamped her foot and said “Shoot!” The score was three to two in
favor of Miss Baseball Cap.

The referee stopped the game. “Back up, please, give them room,” he
shouted. Onlookers had gathered too tightly around the players.

Lupe then earned three marbles and was set to get her fourth when a gust
of wind blew dust in her eyes and she missed badly. Her opponent quickly scored
two marbles, tying the game, and moved ahead six to five on a lucky shot. Then
she missed, and Lupe, whose eyes felt scratchy when she blinked, relied on
instinct and thumb muscle to score the tying point. It was now six to six, with only



three marbles left. Lupe blew her nose and studied the angles. She dropped to
one knee, steadied her hand, and shot so hard she cracked two marbles from the
circle. She was the winner!

“I did it!” Lupe said under her breath. She rose from her knees, which hurt
from bending all day, and hugged her father. He hugged her back and smiled.

Everyone clapped, except Miss Baseball Cap, who made a face and stared
at the ground. Lupe told her she was a great player, and they shook hands. A
newspaper photographer took pictures of the two girls standing shoulder-to-
shoulder, with Lupe holding the bigger trophy.

Lupe then played the winner of the boys’ division, and after a poor start
beat him eleven to four. She blasted the marbles, shattering one into sparkling
slivers of glass. Her opponent looked on glumly as Lupe did what she did best—
win!

The head referee and the President of the Fresno Marble Association stood
with Lupe as she displayed her trophies for the newspaper photographer. Lupe
shook hands with everyone, including a dog who had come over to see what the
commotion was all about.

That night, the family went out for pizza and set the two trophies on the
table for everyone in the restaurant to see. People came up to congratulate Lupe,
and she felt a little embarrassed, but her father said the trophies belonged there.

Back home, in the privacy of her bedroom, she placed the trophies on her
shelf and was happy. She had always earned honors because of her brains, but
winning in sports was a new experience. She thanked her tired thumb. “You did it,
thumb. You made me champion.” As its reward, Lupe went to the bathroom, filled
the bathroom sink with warm water, and let her thumb swim and splash as it
pleased. Then she climbed into bed and drifted into a hard-won sleep.

“The Marble Champ” from BASEBALL IN APRIL AND OTHER STORIES, copyright ©
1990 by Gary Soto, reprinted by permission of Harcourt, Inc.



Boar Out There

from Every Living Thing
by Cynthia Rylant
pp 15-18

Everyone in Glen Morgan knew there was a wild boar in the woods over by the Miller farm. The
boar was out beyond the splintery rail fence and past the old black Dodge that somehow had ended up
in the woods and was missing most of its parts.

Jenny would hook her chin over the top rail of the fence, twirl a long green blade of grass in her
teeth and whisper, “Boar out there.”

And there were times she was sure she heard him. She imagined him running heavily through
the trees, ignoring the sharp thorns and briars that raked his back and sprang away trembling.

She thought he might have a golden horn on his terrible head. The boar would run deep into the woods,
then rise up on his rear hooves, throw his head toward the stars and cry a long, clear, sure note into the
air. The note would glide through the night and spear the heart of the moon. The boar had no fear of
the moon, Jenny knew, as she lay in bed, listening.

One hot summer day she went to find the boar. No one in Glen Morgan had ever gone past the
old black Dodge and beyond, as far as she knew. But the boar was there somewhere, between those
awful trees, and his dark green eyes waited for someone.

Jenny felt it was she.

Moving slowly over damp brown leaves, Jenny could sense her ears tingle and fan out as she
listened for thick breathing from the trees. She stopped to pick a teaberry leaf to chew, stood a minute,
then went on.

Deep in the woods she kept her eyes to the sky. She needed to be reminded that there was a world
above and apart from the trees-a world of space and air, air that didn’t linger all about her, didn’t press
deep into her skin, as forest air did.

Finally, leaning against a tree to rest, she heard him for the first time. She forgot to breathe,
standing there listening to the stamping of hooves, and she choked and coughed.
Coughed!

And now the pounding was horrible, too loud and confusing for Jenny. Horrible. She stood stiff
with wet eyes and knew she could always pray, but for some reason didn’t.

He came through the trees so fast that she had no time to scream or run. And he was there before her.
His large gray-black body shivered as he waited just beyond the shadow of the tree she held for support.
His nostrils glistened, and his eyes; but astonishingly, he was silent. He shivered and glistened and was
absolutely silent.

Jenny matched his silence, and her body was rigid, but not her eyes. They traveled along his scarred,
bristling back to his thick hind legs. Tears spilling and flooding her face, Jenny stared at the boar’s ragged
ears, caked with blood. Her tears dropped to the leaves, and the only sound between them was his slow
breathing.

Then the boar snorted and jerked. But Jenny did not move.

High in the trees a bluejay yelled, and , suddenly, it was over. Jenny stood like a rock as the boar
wildly flung his head and in terror bolted past her.

Past her... And now, since that summer, Jenny still hooks her chin over the old rail fence, and she still
whispers, “Boar out there.” But when she leans on the fence, looking into the trees, her eyes are full and
she leaves wet patches on the splintery wood. She is sorry for the torn ears of the boar and sorry that he
has no golden horn. But mostly she is sorry that he lives in fear of blue jays and little girls, when
everyone in Glen Morgan lives in fear of him.



Fly Away Home

By Eve Bunting

My dad and I live in an airport. That’s because we don’t have a home and the airport is
better than the streets. We are careful not to get caught.

Mr. Slocum and Mr. Vail were caught last night. “Ten green bottles, hanging on the
wall,” they sang. They were as loud as two moose bellowing.

Dad says they broke the first rule of living here. Don’t get noticed.

Dad and | try not to get noticed. We stay among the crowds. We change airlines.
“Delta, TWA, Northwest, we love them all,” Dad says. He and | wear blue jeans and blue T-
shirts and blue jackets. We each have a blue zippered bag with a change of blue clothes. Not
to be noticed is to look like nobody at all.
Once we saw a woman pushing a metal cart full of stuff. She wore a long, dirty coat and she lay
down across a row of seating in front of Continental Gate 6. The cart, the dirty coat, the lying
down were all noticeable. Security moved her out real fast.

Dad and | sleep sitting up. We use different airport areas. “Where are we tonight?” |
ask.
Dad checks his notebook. “Alaska Air,” he says. “Over in the other terminal.” That’s OK. We
like to walk.
We know some of the airport regulars by name and by sight. There’s Idaho Joe and Annie
Frannie and Mars Man. But we don’t sit together.
“Sitting together will get you noticed faster than anything,” Dad says.

Everything in the airport is on the move—passengers, pilots, flight attendants, cleaner
with their brooms. Jets roar in, close to the windows.
Other jets roar out. Luggage bounces down chutes, escalators glide up and down, disappearing
floors. Everyone’s going somewhere except Dad and me. We stay.

Once a little brown bird got into the main terminal and couldn’t get out. It fluttered in
the high, hollow spaces. It threw itself at the glass, fell panting on the floor, flew to a tall, metal
girder, and perched there, exhausted.

“Don’t stop trying,” | told it silently. “Don’t! You can get out!”
For days the bird flew around, dragging one wing. And then it found the instant when a sliding



door was open and slipped through. | watched it rise. Its wing seemed okay.

“Fly, bird,” | whispered. “Fly away home!”
Though | couldn’t hear it, | knew it was singing. Nothing made me as happy as that bird.
The airport’s busy and noisy even at night. Dad and | sleep anyway. When it gets quiet,
between two and four A.M., we wake up.

“Dead time,” Dad says. “Almost no flights coming in or going out.” At dead time there
aren’t many people around, so we’re extra careful. In the mornings Dad and | wash up in one
of the bathrooms, and he shaves. The bathrooms are crowded, no matter how early. And
that’s the way we like it.

Strangers talk to strangers.

“Where did you get in from?”

“Three hours our flight was delayed. Man! Am | bushed!” Dad and |, we don’t talk to
anyone.
We buy doughnuts and milk for breakfast at one of the cafeterias, standing in line with our red
trays. Sometimes Dad gets me a carton of juice.

On weekends Dad take the bus to work. He’s a janitor in an office in the city. The bus
fare’s a dollar each way.
On those days Mrs. Medina looks out for me. The Medinas live in the airport, too—Grandma,
Mrs. Medina, and Denny, who's my friend.

He and | collect rented luggage carts that people have left outside and return them for
fifty cents each. If the crowds are big and safe, we offer to carry bags.
“Get this one for you, lady? It looks heavy.”
Or, “Can | call you a cab?” Denny’s real good at calling cabs. That’s because he’s seven already.
Sometimes passengers don’t tip. Then Denny whispers, “Stingy!” But he doesn’t whisper too
loud. The Medinas understand that it’s dangerous to be noticed.

When Dad comes home from work, he buys hamburgers for us and the Medinas. That’s
to pay them for watching out for me. If Denny and | have had a good day, we treat for pie. But
I've stopped doing that. | save my money in my shoe.

“Will we ever have our own apartment again?” | ask Dad. I'd like it to be the way it was, before
Mom died.



“Maybe we will,” he says. “If | can find more work. If we can save some money.” He rubs my
head. “It’s nice right here, though, isn’t it, Andrew? It’s warm. It’s safe. And the price is right.”

But | know he’s trying all the time to find us a place. He takes newspapers from the
trash baskets and makes pencil circles around letters and numbers. Then he goes to the
phones. When he comes back he looks sad. Sad and angry. | know he’s been calling about an
apartment. | know the rents are too high for us.

“I’'m saving money, too,” | tell him, and | lift one foot and point to my shoe.
Dad smiles. “Atta boy!”
“If we get a place, you and your dad can come live with us,” Denny says.
“And if we get a place, you and your mom and your grandma can come live with us,” | say.
“Yeah!”
We shake on it. That’s going to be so great!

After next summer, Dad says, | have to start school.
“How?” | ask.
“I don’t know. Butit’s important. We'll work it out.”
Denny’s mom says he can wait for a while. But Dad says | can’t wait.

Sometimes | watch people meeting people.
“We missed you.”
“It’s so good to be home.”

Sometimes | get mad, and | want to run at them and push them and shout, “Why do you
have homes when we don’t? What makes you so special?” That would get us noticed, all right.
Sometimes | just want to cry. | think Dad and | will be here forever.

Then | remember the bird. It took a while, but a door opened. And when the bird left, when it
flew free, | know it was singing.



Birthday Box

by Jane Yolen

I was ten years old when my mother died. Ten years old on that very day. Still she gave me a party of
sorts. Sick as she was, Mama had seen to it, organizing it at the hospital. She made sure the doctors
and nurses all brought me presents. We were good friends with them all by that time, because Mama
had been in the hospital for so long. The head nurse, V. Louise Higgins (I never did know what that vV
stood for), gave me a little box, which was sort of funny because she was the biggest of all the nurses
there. | mean she was tremendous. And she was the only one who insisted on wearing all white.
Mama had called her the great white shark when she was first admitted, only not to V. Louise’s face.
“All those needles,” Mama had said. “Like teeth.” But V. Louise was sweet, not sharklike at all, and
she’d been so gentle with Mama. | opened the little present first. It was a fountain pen, a real one, not
a fake one like you get at Kmart. “Now you can write beautiful stories, Katie,” V. Louise said to me. |
didn’t say that stories come out of your head, not out of a pen. That wouldn’t have been polite, and
Mama—even sick—was real big on politeness. “Thanks, V. Louise,” | said. The Stardust Twins—which
is what Mama called Patty and Tracey-Lynn because they reminded her of dancers in an old-fashioned
ballroom—gave me a present together. It was a diary and had a picture of a little girl in pink, reading
in a garden swing. A little young for me, a little too cute. | mean, | read Stephen King and want to
write like him. But as Mama always reminded me whenever Daddy finally remembered to send me
something, it was the thought that counted, not the actual gift.

“It's great,” | told them. “I'll write in it with my new pen.” And | wrote my name on the first page just
to show them | meant it. They hugged me and winked at Mama. She tried to wink back but was just
too tired and shut both her eyes instead. Lily, who is from Jamaica, had baked me some sweet bread.
Mary Margaret gave me a gold cross blessed by the pope, which | put on even though Mama and |
weren’t churchgoers. That was Dad’s thing.

Then Dr. Dann, the intern who was on days, and Dr. Pucci, the oncologist (which is the fancy name for
a cancer doctor), gave me a big box filled to the top with little presents, each wrapped up individually.
All things they knew I'd love—paperback books and writing paper and erasers with funny animal
heads and colored paper clips and a rubber stamp that printed FROM KATIE’S DESK and other stuff.
They must have raided a stationery store. There was one box, though, they held out till the end. It was
about the size of a large top hat. The paper was deep blue and covered with stars; not fake stars but
real stars, | mean, like a map of the night sky. The ribbon was two shades of blue with silver threads
running through. There was no name on the card.

“Who’s it from?” | asked.

None of the nurses answered, and the doctors both suddenly were studying the ceiling tiles with the
kind of intensity they usually saved for x-rays. No one spoke. In fact the only sound for the longest
time was Mama’s breathing machine going in and out and in and out. It was a harsh, horrible,
insistent sound, and usually | talked and talked to cover up the noise. But | was waiting for someone
to tell me.



At last V. Louise said, “It’s from your mama, Katie. She told us what she wanted. And where to get it.”
| turned and looked at Mama then, and her eyes were open again. Funny, but sickness had made her
even more beautiful than good health had. Her skin was like that old paper, the kind they used to
write on with quill pens, and stretched out over her bones so she looked like a model. Her eyes, which
had been a deep, brilliant blue, were now like the fall sky, bleached3 and softened. She was like a
faded photograph of herself. She smiled a very small smile at me. | knew it was an effort.

“It’s you,” she mouthed. | read her lips. | had gotten real good at that. | thought she meant it was a
present for me. “Of course it is,” | said cheerfully. | had gotten good at that, too, being cheerful when |
didn’t feel like it. “Of course it is.”

| took the paper off the box carefully, not tearing it but folding it into a tidy packet. | twisted the
ribbons around my hand and then put them on the pillow by her hand. It made the stark4 white
hospital bed look almost festive. Under the wrapping, the box was beautiful itself. It was made of a
heavy cardboard and covered with a linen material that had a pattern of cloud-filled skies.

“It’s empty,” | said. “Is this a joke?” | turned to ask Mama, but she was gone. | mean, her body was
there, but she wasn’t. It was as if she was as empty as the box. Dr. Pucci leaned over her and listened
with a stethoscope, then almost absently patted Mama’s head. Then, with infinite care, V. Louise
closed Mama’s eyes, ran her hand across Mama’s cheek, and turned off the breathing machine.

“Mama!” | cried. And to the nurses and doctors, | screamed, “Do something!” And because the room
had suddenly become so silent, my voice echoed back at me. “Mama, do something.” | cried steadily
for, | think, a week. Then | cried at night for a couple of months. And then for about a year I cried at
anniversaries, like Mama’s birthday or mine, at Thanksgiving, on Mother’s Day. | stopped writing. |
stopped reading except for school assignments. | was pretty mean to my half brothers and totally
rotten to my stepmother and Dad. | felt empty and angry, and they all left me pretty much alone.

And then one night, right after my first birthday without Mama, | woke up remembering how she had
said, “It’s you.” Now Mama had been a high school English teacher and a writer herself. She’d had
poems published in little magazines. She didn’t use words carelessly. In the end she could hardly use
any words at all. So—I asked myself in that dark room—why had she said, “It’s you”? Why were they
the very last words she had ever said to me, forced out with her last breath?

| turned on the bedside light and got out of bed. The room was full of shadows, not all of them real.
Pulling the desk chair over to my closet, | climbed up and felt along the top shelf, and against the back
wall, there was the birthday box, just where | had thrown it the day | had moved in with my dad.

| pulled it down and opened it. It was as empty as the day | had put it away. “It’s you,” | whispered to
the box. And then suddenly | knew. Mama had meant that / was the box, solid and sturdy, maybe
even beautiful or at least interesting on the outside. But | had to fill up the box to make it all it could
be. And | had to fill me up as well. She had guessed what might happen to me, had told me in a subtle
way. In the two words she could manage.



| stopped crying and got some paper out of the desk drawer. | got out my fountain pen. | started
writing, and | haven’t stopped since. The first thing | wrote was about that birthday. | put it in the box,
and pretty soon that box was overflowing with stories. And poems. And memories.

And so was I. And so was |



