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	"Ready?"

"Ready."

"Now?"

"Soon."

"Do the scientists really know? Will it happen today, will it?"

"Look, look; see for yourself!"

The children pressed to each other like so many roses, so many weeds, intermixed peering out for a look at the hidden sun.

It rained.

It had been raining for seven years; thousands upon thousands of days

compounded and filled from one end to the other with rain, with the drum and gush of water, with the sweet crystal fall of showers and the concussion of storms so heavy were tidal waves come over the islands. A thousand forests had been crushed under the rain and grown up a thousand times to

be crushed again. And this was the way life was forever on the planet Venus, and this was the schoolroom of the children of the rocket men and women who had come to a raining world to set up civilization and live

out their lives.

"It’s stopping, it’s stopping!"

"Yes, yes!"

Margot stood apart from them, from these children who could never remember a time when there wasn’t rain and rain and rain. They were all nine years old, and if there had been a day, seven years ago, when the

sun came out for an hour and showed its face to the stunned world, they could not  recall. Sometimes, at night, she heard them stir, in remembrance, and she knew they were dreaming and remembering gold or a yellow crayon or a coin large enough to buy the world with. She knew they thought they

remembered a warmness, like a blushing in the face, in the body, in the arms and legs and trembling hands. But then they always awoke to the tatting drum, the endless shaking down of clear bead necklaces upon

the roof, the walk, the gardens, the forests, and their dreams were gone.

All day yesterday they had read in class about the sun. About how like a lemon it was, and how hot. And they had written small stories or essays or poems about it:I think the sun is a flower,That blooms for just one hour. That was Margot’s poem, read in a quiet voice in the still classroom while

the rain was falling outside.

"Aw, you didn’t write that!" protested one of the boys.

"I did," said Margot. "I did."  
"William!" said the teacher.

But that was yesterday. Now the rain was slackening, and the children were crushed in the great thick windows.

“Where’s teacher?"

"She’ll be back."

"She’d better hurry, we’ll miss it!"

They turned on themselves, like a feverish wheel, all tumbling spokes. Margot stood alone. She was a very frail girl who looked as if she had been lost in the rain for years and the rain had washed out the blue from her eyes and the red from her mouth and the yellow from her hair. She was an old

photograph dusted from an album, whitened away, and if she spoke at all her voice would be a ghost. Now she stood, separate, staring at the rain and the loud wet world beyond the huge glass.

"What’re you looking at?" said William.

Margot said nothing.

"Speak when you’re spoken to."

He gave her a shove. But she did not move; rather she let herself be moved only by him and nothing else. They edged away from her, they would not look at her. She felt them go away. And this was because she would play no games with them in the echoing tunnels of the underground city. If they tagged her and ran, she stood blinking after them and did not follow. When the class sang songs about happiness and life and games her lips barely moved. Only when they sang about the sun and the summer did her lips move as she watched the drenched windows. And then, of course, the biggest crime of all was that she had come here only five years ago from Earth, and she remembered the sun and the way the sun was and the sky was when she was four in Ohio. And they, they had been on Venus all their lives, and they had been only two years old when last the sun came out

and had long since forgotten the color and heat of it and the way it really was.

But Margot remembered.

"It’s like a penny," she said once, eyes closed.

"No it’s not!" the children cried.

"It’s like a fire," she said, "in the stove."

"You’re lying, you don’t remember!" cried the children.

But she remembered and stood quietly apart from all of them and watched the patterning windows. And once, a month ago, she had refused to shower in the school shower rooms, had clutched her hands to her ears and over her head, screaming the water mustn’t touch her head. So after that, dimly, dimly, she sensed it, she was different and they knew her difference and kept away. There was talk that her father and mother were taking her back to Earth next year; it seemed vital to her that they do so, though it would mean the loss of thousands of dollars to her family. And so, the children hated her for all these reasons of big and little consequence. They hated her pale snow face, her waiting silence, her thinness, and her possible future.

"Get away!" The boy gave her another push. "What’re you waiting for?"

Then, for the first time, she turned and looked at him. And what she was waiting for was in her eyes. 

"Well, don’t wait around here!" cried the boy savagely. "You won’t see nothing!"

Her lips moved.

"Nothing!" he cried. "It was all a joke, wasn’t it?" He turned to the other children.

"Nothing’s happening today. Is it?"

They all blinked at him and then, understanding, laughed and shook their

heads.

"Nothing, nothing!"

"Oh, but," Margot whispered, her eyes helpless. "But this is the day, the scientists predict, they say, they know, the sun…"

"All a joke!" said the boy, and seized her roughly. "Hey, everyone, let’s put her in a closet before the teacher comes!"

"No," said Margot, falling back.

They surged about her, caught her up and bore her, protesting, and then pleading, and then crying, back into a tunnel, a room, a closet, where they slammed and locked the door. They stood looking at the door and saw it tremble from her beating and throwing herself against it. They heard her muffled cries. Then, smiling, they turned and went out and back down the tunnel, just as the teacher arrived.

"Ready, children?" She glanced at her watch.

"Yes!" said everyone.

"Are we all here?"

"Yes!"

The rain slacked still more. 

They crowded to the huge door.

The rain stopped. It was as if, in the midst of a film concerning an avalanche, a tornado, a hurricane, a volcanic eruption, something had, first, gone wrong with the sound apparatus, thus muffling and finally cutting off all noise, all of the blasts and repercussions and thunders, and then, second, ripped the film from the projector and inserted in its place a beautiful tropical slide which did not move or tremor. The world ground to a standstill. The silence was so immense and unbelievable that you felt your ears had been stuffed or you had lost your hearing altogether. The children put their hands to their ears. They stood apart. The door slid back and the smell of the silent, waiting world came in to them. 

The sun came out.

It was the color of flaming bronze and it was very large. And the sky around it was a blazing blue tile color. And the jungle burned with sunlight as the children, released from their spell, rushed out, yelling into the springtime.

"Now, don’t go too far," called the teacher after them. "You’ve only two 
hours, you know. You wouldn’t want to get caught out!"

But they were running and turning their faces up to the sky and feeling the sun on their cheeks like a warm iron; they were taking off their jackets and letting the sun burn their arms.

"Oh, it’s better than the sun lamps, isn’t it?"

"Much, much better!"

They stopped running and stood in the great jungle that covered Venus, that grew and never stopped growing, tumultuously, even as you watched it. It was a nest of octopi, clustering up great arms of fleshlike weed, wavering, flowering in this brief spring. It was the color of rubber and ash, this jungle, from the many years without sun. It was the color of stones and white cheeses and ink, and it was the color of the moon. The children lay out, laughing, on the jungle mattress, and heard it sigh and squeak under them resilient and alive. They ran among the trees, they slipped and fell, they pushed each other, they played hide-and-seek and tag, but most of all they squinted at the sun until the tears ran down their faces; they put their hands up to that yellowness and that amazing blueness and they breathed of the fresh, fresh air and listened and listened to the silence which suspended them in a blessed sea of no sound and no motion. They looked at everything and savored everything. Then, wildly, like animals escaped from their

caves, they ran and ran in shouting circles. They ran for an hour and did not stop running.

And then - in the midst of their running one of the girls wailed.

Everyone stopped.

The girl, standing in the open, held out her hand.

"Oh, look, look," she said, trembling. They came slowly to look at her opened

palm.

In the center of it, cupped and huge, was a single raindrop. She began to cry, looking at it. They glanced quietly at the sun.

"Oh. Oh."

A few cold drops fell on their noses and their cheeks and their mouths. The sun faded behind a stir of mist. A wind blew cold around them. They turned and started to walk back toward the underground house, their hands at their sides, their smiles vanishing away. 

A boom of thunder startled them and like leaves before a new hurricane, they tumbled upon each other and ran. Lightning struck ten miles away, five miles away, a mile, a half mile. The sky darkened into midnight in a flash.

They stood in the doorway of the underground for a moment until it was

raining hard. Then they closed the door and heard the gigantic sound of the rain falling in tons and avalanches, everywhere and forever.

"Will it be seven more years?" 

"Yes. Seven."

Then one of them gave a little cry.

"Margot!"

"What?"

"She’s still in the closet where we locked her."

"Margot."

They stood as if someone had driven them, like so many stakes, into the floor. They looked at each other and then looked away. They glanced out at the world that was raining now and raining and raining steadily. They could not meet each other’s glances. Their faces were solemn and pale. They looked at their hands and feet, their faces down.

"Margot."

One of the girls said, "Well…?"

No one moved.

"Go on," whispered the girl.

They walked slowly down the hall in the sound of cold rain. They turned through the doorway to the room in the sound of the storm and thunder, lightning on their faces, blue and terrible. They walked over to the closet door slowly and stood by it. Behind the closet door was only silence. They unlocked the door, even more slowly, and let Margot out.
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	One dollar and eighty-seven cents. That was all. And sixty cents of it was in pennies. Pennies saved one and two at a time by bulldozing the grocer and the vegetable man and the butcher until one's cheeks burned with the silent imputation of parsimony that such close dealing implied. Three times Della counted it. One dollar and eighty-seven cents. And the next day would be Christmas.

     There was clearly nothing left to do but flop down on the shabby little couch and howl. So Della did it. Which instigates the moral reflection that life is made up of sobs, sniffles, and smiles, with sniffles predominating.

     While the mistress of the home is gradually subsiding from the first stage to the second, take a look at the home. A furnished flat at $8 per week. It did not exactly beggar description, but it certainly had that word on the look-out for the mendicancy squad.

     In the vestibule below was a letter-box into which no letter would go, and an electric button from which no mortal finger could coax a ring. Also appertaining thereunto was a card bearing the name "Mr. James Dillingham Young."

     The "Dillingham" had been flung to the breeze during a former period of prosperity when its possessor was being paid $30 per week. Now, when the income was shrunk to $20, the letters of "Dillingham" looked blurred, as though they were thinking seriously of contracting to a modest and unassuming D. But whenever Mr. James Dillingham Young came home and reached his flat above he was called "Jim" and greatly hugged by Mrs. James Dillingham Young, already introduced to you as Della. Which is all very good.

     Della finished her cry and attended to her cheeks with the powder rag. She stood by the window and looked out dully at a grey cat walking a grey fence in a grey backyard. To-morrow would be Christmas Day, and she had only $1.87 with which to buy Jim a present. She had been saving every penny she could for months, with this result. Twenty dollars a week doesn't go far. Expenses had been greater than she had calculated. They always are. Only $1.87 to buy a present for Jim. Her Jim. Many a happy hour she had spent planning for something nice for him. Something fine and rare and sterling - something just a little bit near to being worthy of the honour of being owned by Jim.

     There was a pier-glass between the windows of the room. Perhaps you have seen a pier-glass in an $8 Bat. A very thin and very agile person may, by observing his reflection in a rapid sequence of longitudinal strips, obtain a fairly accurate conception of his looks. Della, being slender, had mastered the art.

     Suddenly she whirled from the window and stood before the glass. Her eyes were shining brilliantly, but her face had lost its colour within twenty seconds. Rapidly she pulled down her hair and let it fall to its full length.

     Now, there were two possessions of the James Dillingham Youngs in which they both took a mighty pride. One was Jim's gold watch that had been his father's and his grandfather's. The other was Della's hair. Had the Queen of Sheba lived in the flat across the airshaft, Della would have let her hair hang out of the window some day to dry just to depreciate Her Majesty's jewels and gifts. Had King Solomon been the janitor, with all his treasures piled up in the basement, Jim would have pulled out his watch every time he passed, just to see him pluck at his beard from envy.

     So now Della's beautiful hair fell about her, rippling and shining like a cascade of brown waters. It reached below her knee and made itself almost a garment for her. And then she did it up again nervously and quickly. Once she faltered for a minute and stood still while a tear or two splashed on the worn red carpet.

     On went her old brown jacket; on went her old brown hat. With a whirl of skirts and with the brilliant sparkle still in her eyes, she cluttered out of the door and down the stairs to the street.

     Where she stopped the sign read: 'Mme Sofronie. Hair Goods of All Kinds.' One Eight up Della ran, and collected herself, panting. Madame, large, too white, chilly, hardly looked the 'Sofronie.'

     "Will you buy my hair?" asked Della.

     "I buy hair," said Madame. "Take yer hat off and let's have a sight at the looks of it."

     Down rippled the brown cascade.

     "Twenty dollars," said Madame, lifting the mass with a practised hand.

     "Give it to me quick" said Della.

     Oh, and the next two hours tripped by on rosy wings. Forget the hashed metaphor. She was ransacking the stores for Jim's present.

     She found it at last. It surely had been made for Jim and no one else. There was no other like it in any of the stores, and she had turned all of them inside out. It was a platinum fob chain simple and chaste in design, properly proclaiming its value by substance alone and not by meretricious ornamentation - as all good things should do. It was even worthy of The Watch. As soon as she saw it she knew that it must be Jim's. It was like him. Quietness and value - the description applied to both. Twenty-one dollars they took from her for it, and she hurried home with the 78 cents. With that chain on his watch Jim might be properly anxious about the time in any company. Grand as the watch was, he sometimes looked at it on the sly on account of the old leather strap that he used in place of a chain.

     When Della reached home her intoxication gave way a little to prudence and reason. She got out her curling irons and lighted the gas and went to work repairing the ravages made by generosity added to love. Which is always a tremendous task dear friends - a mammoth task.

     Within forty minutes her head was covered with tiny, close-lying curls that made her look wonderfully like a truant schoolboy. She looked at her reflection in the mirror long, carefully, and critically.

     "If Jim doesn't kill me," she said to herself, "before he takes a second look at me, he'll say I look like a Coney Island chorus girl. But what could I do - oh! what could I do with a dollar and eighty-seven cents?"

     At 7 o'clock the coffee was made and the frying-pan was on the back of the stove hot and ready to cook the chops.

     Jim was never late. Della doubled the fob chain in her hand and sat on the corner of the table near the door that he always entered. Then she heard his step on the stair away down on the first flight, and she turned white for just a moment. She had a habit of saying little silent prayers about the simplest everyday things, and now she whispered: "Please, God, make him think I am still pretty."

     The door opened and Jim stepped in and closed it. He looked thin and very serious. Poor fellow, he was only twenty-two - and to be burdened with a family! He needed a new overcoat and he was with out gloves.

     Jim stepped inside the door, as immovable as a setter at the scent of quail. His eyes were fixed upon Della, and there was an expression in them that she could not read, and it terrified her. It was not anger, nor surprise, nor disapproval, nor horror, nor any of the sentiments that she had been prepared for. He simply stared at her fixedly with that peculiar expression on his face.

     Della wriggled off the table and went for him.

     "Jim, darling," she cried, "don't look at me that way. I had my hair cut off and sold it because I couldn't have lived through Christmas without giving you a present. It'll grow out again - you won't mind, will you? I just had to do it. My hair grows awfully fast. Say 'Merry Christmas!' Jim, and let's be happy. You don't know what a nice-what a beautiful, nice gift I've got for you."

     "You've cut off your hair?" asked Jim, laboriously, as if he had not arrived at that patent fact yet, even after the hardest mental labour.

     "Cut it off and sold it," said Della. "Don't you like me just as well, anyhow? I'm me without my hair, ain't I?"

     Jim looked about the room curiously.

     "You say your hair is gone?" he said, with an air almost of idiocy.

     "You needn't look for it," said Della. "It's sold, I tell you - sold and gone, too. It's Christmas Eve, boy. Be good to me, for it went for you. Maybe the hairs of my head were numbered," she went on with a sudden serious sweetness, "but nobody could ever count my love for you. Shall I put the chops on, Jim?"

     Out of his trance Jim seemed quickly to wake. He enfolded his Della. For ten seconds let us regard with discreet scrutiny some inconsequential object in the other direction. Eight dollars a week or a million a year - what is the difference? A mathematician or a wit would give you the wrong answer. The magi brought valuable gifts, but that was not among them. This dark assertion will be illuminated later on.

     Jim drew a package from his overcoat pocket and threw it upon the table.

     "Don't make any mistake, Dell," he said, "about me. I don't think there's anything in the way of a haircut or a shave or a shampoo that could make me like my girl any less. But if you'll unwrap that package you may see why you had me going a while at first."

     White fingers and nimble tore at the string and paper. And then an ecstatic scream of joy; and then, alas! a quick feminine change to hysterical tears and wails, necessitating the immediate employment of all the comforting powers of the lord of the flat.

     For there lay The Combs - the set of combs, side and back, that Della had worshipped for long in a Broadway window. Beautiful combs, pure tortoise-shell, with jewelled rims - just the shade to wear in the beautiful vanished hair. They were expensive combs, she knew, and her heart had simply craved and yearned over them without the least hope of possession. And now, they were hers, but the tresses that should have adorned the coveted adornments were gone.

     But she hugged them to her bosom, and at length she was able to look up with dim eyes and a smile and say: "My hair grows so fast, Jim!"

     And then Della leaped up like a little singed cat and cried, "Oh, oh!"

     Jim had not yet seen his beautiful present. She held it out to him eagerly upon her open palm. The dull precious metal seemed to {lash with a reflection of her bright and ardent spirit.

     "Isn't it a dandy, Jim? I hunted all over town to find it. You'll have to look at the time a hundred times a day now. Give me your watch. I want to see how it looks on it."

     Instead of obeying, Jim tumbled down on the couch and put his hands under the back of his head and smiled.

     "Dell," said he, "let's put our Christmas presents away and keep 'em a while. They're too nice to use just at present. I sold the watch to get the money to buy your combs. And now suppose you put the chops on."

     The magi, as you know, were wise men - wonderfully wise men - who brought gifts to the Babe in the manger. They invented the art of giving Christmas presents. Being wise, their gifts were no doubt wise ones, possibly bearing the privilege of exchange in case of duplication. And here I have lamely related to you the uneventful chronicle of two foolish children in a flat who most unwisely sacrificed for each other the greatest treasures of their house. But in a last word to the wise of these days let it be said that of all who give gifts these two were the wisest. Of all who give and receive gifts, such as they are wisest. Everywhere they are wisest. They are the magi.
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	   My clothes have failed me.  I remember the green coat that I wore in the fifth and sixth grades when you either danced like a champ or pressed yourself against a greasy wall, bitter as a penny toward the happy couples.

    When I needed a new jacket and my mother asked what kind I wanted, I described something like bikers wear:  black leather and silver studs with enough belts to hold down a small town.  We were in the kitchen, steam on the windows from her cooking.  She listened so long while stirring dinner that I though she understood for sure the kind I wanted.  The next day when I got home from school, I discovered draped on my bedpost a jacket the color of day-old guacamole.  I threw my books on the bed and approached the jacket slowly, as if it were a stranger whose hand I had to shake.  I touched the vinyl sleeve, the collar, and peeked at the mustard-colored lining.

     From the kitchen mother yelled that my jacket was in the closet.  I closed the door to her voice and pulled at the rack of clothes in the closet, hoping the jacket on the bedpost wasn’t for me but my mean brother.  No luck.  I gave up.  From my bed, I stared at the jacket.  I wanted to cry because it was so ugly and so big that I knew I’d have to wear it a long time.  I was a small kid, thin as a young tree, and it would be years before I’d have a new one.  I stared at the jacket, like an enemy, thinking bad things before I took off my old jacket whose sleeves climbed half-way to my elbow.

     I put the big jacket on.  I zipped it up and down several times, and rolled the cuffs up so they didn’t cover my hands.  I put my hands in the pockets and flapped the jacket like a bird’s wings.  I stood in front of the mirror, full face, then profile, and then looked over my shoulder as if someone had called me.  I sat on the bed, stood against the bed, and combed my hair to see what I would look like doing something natural.  I looked ugly.  I threw it on my brother’s bed and looked at it for a long time before I slipped it on and went out to the backyard, smiling a “thank you” to my mom as I passed her in the kitchen.  With my hands in my packets I kicked a ball against the fence, and then climbed it to sit looking into the alley.  I hurled orange peels at the mouth of an open garbage can and when the peels were gone I watched the white puffs of my breath thin to nothing.
     I jumped down, hands in my pockets, and in the backyard on my knees I teased my dog, Brownie, by swooping my arms while making bird calls.  He jumped at me and missed.  He jumped again and again, until a tooth sunk deep, ripping an L-shaped tear on my left sleeve.  I pushed Brownie away to study the tear as I would a cut on my arm.  There was not blood, only a few loose pieces of fuzz.  Darn dog,

I thought, and pushed him away hard when he tried to bit again.  I got up from my knees and went to my bedroom to sit with my jacket on my lap, with the lights out.

     That was the first afternoon with my new jacket.  The next day I wore it to sixth grade and got a D on a math quiz.  During the morning recess Frankie T., the playground terrorist, pushed me to the ground and told me to stay there until recess was over.  My best friends, Steve Begrete, at an apple while looking at me, and the girls turned away to whisper on the monkey bars.  The teachers were no help; they looked my way and talked about how foolish I looked in my new jacket.  I saw their heads bob with laughter, their hands half-covering their mouths.

     Even though it was cold, I took off the jacket during lunch and played kickball in a thin shirt, my arms feeling like braille from goose bumps.  But when I returned to class I slipped the jacket on and shivered until I was warm.  I sat on my hands, heating them up, while my teeth chattered like a cup of crooked dice.  Finally warm, I slip out of the jacket but a few minutes later put it back on when the fire bell rand.  We paraded out into the yard where we, the sixth graders, walked past all the other grades to stand against the back fence.  Everybody saw me.  Although they didn’t say out loud, “Man, that’s ugly,” I heard the buzz-buzz of gossip and even laughter that I knew was meant for me.
     And so I went, in my guacamole-colored jacket.  So embarrassed, so hurt, I couldn’t even do my homework I received Cs on quizzes, and forgot the state capitals and the rivers of South America, our friendly neighbor.  Even the girls who had been friendly blew away like loose flowers to follow the boys in neat jackets.

     I wore that thing for three years until the sleeves grew short and my forearms stuck out like the necks of turtles.  All during that time no love came to me – no little dark girl in a Sunday dress she wore on Monday.  At lunchtime I stayed I stayed with the ugly boys who leaned against the chain-link fence and looked around with propellers of grass spinning in our mouths.  We saw girls walk by alone, saw couples, couples, hand in hand, their heads like bookends pressing air together.  We saw them and spun our propellers so fast our faces were blurs.

     I blame that jacket for those bad years.  I blame my mother for her bad taste and her cheap ways.  It was a sad time for the heart.  With a friend I spent my sixth-grade year in a tree in the alley, waiting for something good to happened to me in that jacket, which had become the ugly brother who tagged along wherever I went. And it was about that time that I began to grow.  My chest puffed up with muscle and, strangely, a few more ribs.  Even my hands, those fleshy hammers, showed bravely through the cuffs, the fingers already hardening for the coming fights.  But that L-shaped rip on the left sleeve got bigger, bits of stuffing coughed out from its wound after a hard day of play.  I finally Scotch-taped it closed, but in rain or cold weather the tape peeled off  like a scab and more stuffing fell out until that sleeve shriveled into a palsied arm.  That winter the elbows began to crack and whole chunks of green began to fall off.  I showed the cracks to my mother, who always seemed to be at the stove with steamed-up glasses, and she said that there were children in Mexico who would love that jacket.  I told her that this was America and yelled that Debbie, my sister, didn’t have a jacket like mine.  I ran outside, ready to cry, and climbed the tree by the alley to think bad thoughts and watch my breath puff white and disappear.

      But whole pieces still casually flew off my jacket when I played hard, read quietly, or took vicious spelling tests at school.  When it became so spotted that my brother began to call me “camouflage,” I flung it over the fence into the alley.  Later, however, I swiped the jacket off the ground and went inside to drape it across my lap and mope.

     I was called to dinner: steam silvered my mother’s glasses as she said grace; my brother and sister with their heads bowed made ugly faces at their glasses of powdered milk. I gagged too, but eagerly ate big rips of buttered tortilla that held scooped up beans.  Finished, I went outside with my jacket across my arm.  It was a cold sky.  The faces of clouds were piled, hurting.  I climbed the fence, jumping down with a grunt.  I started up the alley and soon slipped into my jacket, that green ugly brother who breathed over my shoulder that day and ever since.
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	     Leo was the first one to spot the turtle, so he was the one who got to keep it.  They had all been in the car, driving up Tyler Mountain to church, when Leo shouted, “There’s a turtle!” and everyone’s head jerked with the stop.
     Leo’s father grumbled something about turtle soup, but Leo’s mother was sympathetic toward turtles, so Leo was allowed to pick it up off the highway and bring it home.  Both his little sisters squealed when the animal stuck its ugly head out to look at them, and they 

thought its claws horrifying, but Leo loved it from the start.  He named it Charlie.

     The dogs at Leo’s house had always belonged more to Leo’s father than to anyone else, and the cat thought she belonged to no one but herself, so Leo was grateful for a pet of his own.  He settled Charlie in a cardboard box, threw in some lettuce and radishes, and declared himself a happy boy.

     Leo adored Charlie, and the turtle was hugged and kissed as if he were a baby.  Leo liked to fit Charlie’s shell on his shoulder under his left ear, just as one might carry a cat, and Charlie would poke his head into Leo’s neck now and then to keep them both entertained.

     Leo was ten years old the year he found Charlie.  He hadn’t many friends because he was slower than the rest.  That was the way his father said it:  “Slower than the rest.”  Leo was slow in reading, slow in numbers, slow in understanding nearly everything that passed before him in the classroom.  As a result, in fourth grade Leo had been separated from the rest of his classmates who were as slow as he.  Leo thought he would never get over it.  He saw no way to be happy after that.

     But Charlie took care of Leo’s happiness, and he did it by being congenial.  Charlie was the friendliest turtle anyone had ever seen.  The turtle’s head was always stretched out moving left to right, trying to see what was in the world.  His front and back legs moved as though he were swimming frantically in a deep sea to save himself, when all that was happening was that someone was holding him in midair.  Put Charlie down and he would sniff at the air a moment, then take off as if no one had ever told him how slow he was supposed to be.
      Every day, Leo came home from school, took Charlie to the backyard to let him explore, and told him about the things that had happened in fifth grade.  Leo wasn’t sure how old Charlie was, and, though he guessed Charlie was probably a young turtle, the lines around Charlie’s forehead and eyes and the clamp of his mouth made Leo think Charlie was wise the way old people are wise.  So Leo talked to him privately every day.

     Then one day Leo decided to take Charlie to school.

     It was the Prevent Forest Fires week and the whole school was making posters, watching nature films, imitating Smokey the Bear.  Each member of Leo’s class was assigned to give a report on Friday dealing with forests.  So Leo brought Charlie.

     Leo was quiet about it on the bus to school.  He held the covered box tightly on his lap, secretly relieved that turtles are quiet except for an occasional hiss.  Charlie rarely hissed in the morning; he was a turtle who liked to sleep in.

     Leo carried the box to his classroom and placed it on the wide windowsill near the radiator and beside the geraniums.  His teachers called attendance and the day began.

     In the middle of the morning, the forest reports began.  One girl held up a poster board pasted with pictures of raccoons and squirrels, rabbits and deer, and she explained that animals died in forest fires.  The pictures were too small for anyone to see from his desk.  Leo was bored.

     One boy stood up and mumbled something about burnt-up trees.  Then another got up and said if there were no forests, then his dad couldn’t go hunting, and Leo couldn’t see the connection in that at all.

     Finally it was his turn.  He quietly walked over to the windowsill and picked up the box.  He set it on the teacher’s desk.

     “When somebody throws a match into a forest,” Leo began, “he is a murderer.  He kills trees and birds and animals.  Some animals, like deer, are fast runners and they might escape.  But other animals” – he lifted the cover off the box – “have no hope.  They are too slow.  They will die.”  He lifted Charlie out of the box.  “It isn’t fair,” he said, as the class gasped and giggled at what they saw.  “It isn’t fair for the slow ones.”
     Leo said much more.  Mostly he talked about Charlie, explained what turtles were like, the things they enjoyed, what talents they possessed.  He talked about Charlie the turtle and Charlie the friend, and what he said and how he said it made everyone in the class love turtles and hate forest fires.  Leo’s teacher had tears in her eyes.

     That afternoon, the whole school assembled in the gymnasium to bring the special week to a close.  A ranger in uniform made a speech, then someone dressed up like Smokey the Bear danced with two others dressed up like squirrels.  Leo saw with his box and wondered if he should laugh at the dancers with everyone else.  He didn’t feel like it.

     Finally, the school principal stood up and began a long talk.  Leo’s thoughts drifted off.  He thought about being home, lying in his bed and drawing pictures, while Charlie hobbled all about his room.

     He did not hear when someone whispered his name.  Then he jumped when he heard, “Leo! It’s you!”  I his ear.  The boy next to him was pushing him, making him get up.

     “What?”  Leo asked, looking around in confusion.

     “You won!” they were all saying.  “Go on!”   

     Leo was pushed onto the floor.  He saw the principal smiling at him, beckoning to him across the room.  Leo’s legs moved like Charlie’s – quickly and forward.

     Leo carried the box tightly against his chest.  He shook the principal’s hand.  He put down the box to accept the award plaque being handed to him.  It was for his presentation with Charlie.  Leo had won an award for the first time in his life, and as he shook the principal’s hand and blushed and said his thank-you’s, he thought his heart would explode with happiness.

     That night, alone in his room holding Charlie on his shoulder, Leo felt proud.  And for the first time in a long time.  Leo felt fast.     
	


